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Summary 
 
In this thesis, I consider Leibniz’ views on intentionality, and their relation to his 
metaphysics and particularly his views on relations. I focus in particular on how 
Leibniz’ theory can be understood in the light of his scholastic influences. I argue 
that the scholastic philosophers developed a “package” of metaphysical claims 
which underlay a common approach to intentionality. These claims were that 
relations have reality outside the mind; that God’s ideas function as exemplars of 
their objects; and that the mind abstracts “intelligible species” from the objects of 
perception. These views allowed them to defend the intuition that a thought of X 
is linked to X in some way by the relations of both similarity and causation. In the 
bulk of the thesis, I argue that Leibniz held views that were structurally similar to 
the “package”, which allowed him to hold a similar approach to intentionality. He 
believed relations to have extra-mental reality; he identified God’s ideas with 
possible objects; and he thought of “concepts” in ways analogous (at some points) 
to the scholastic “species”. For Leibniz, to think of or perceive an object is for the 
mind to take on a state that is structurally similar to that object. Moreover, there is 
a (quasi-) causal chain between a state of mind and the external object of that state 
of mind, and this holds even if the object is not actual, because it still exists as a 
possibility in the divine mind. As a result, like the scholastics, Leibniz can point 
to the relations of similarity and causation as playing a key role in intentionality, 
and he can explain how they come about.
  1   
1 - Introduction 
 
I am not surprised, Monsieur, that you make it known that this chapter gave you more trouble than 
any other in the Critique. You describe the reflections which are made there as embarrassing. You 
are right, Monsieur, it is an embarrassment for Dogmatists, and I am convinced that a great 
gehenna is inflicted upon them when they are obliged to explain the rapport that our ideas have 
with the things that they represent... Nevertheless, instead of casting sure light upon the difficulties 
in which they have become caught up, they throw powder in our eyes, and hide themselves in 
darker shadows than the School had ever been able to endure.1 
 
In this thesis, I consider Leibniz’ views on intentionality, and their relation to his 
metaphysics and particularly his views on relations. I focus in particular on how 
Leibniz’ theory can be understood in the light of his scholastic influences. 
 
In modern analytic philosophy, discussion of the problem of intentionality is 
typically dominated by Franz Brentano and his pioneering analysis of the problem 
in the mid-nineteenth century. Indeed, such is the sway that Brentano holds over 
this subject, that even historical surveys of pre-nineteenth-century theories of 
intentionality often begin with Brentano’s famous summary of the issue for which 
he coined the term “intentionality”: 
 
Every mental phenomenon is characterized by what the Scholastics of the Middle Ages called the 
intentional (or mental) inexistence of an object, and what we might call, though not wholly 
unambiguously, reference to a content, direction toward an object (which is not to be understood 
                                                 
1
 Foucher (1679) F 33-34 
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here as meaning a thing), or immanent objectivity. Every mental phenomenon includes something 
as object within itself...2 
 
Yet, as that very passage indicates, Brentano himself regarded his formulation of 
the problem as a traditional one: the issue of intentionality was, for him, 
something that had already been discussed at length by the scholastics. Brentano 
brought intentionality to the attention of philosophers with a new forcefulness, but 
philosophers had not only been discussing it for centuries already – they had been 
well aware that it was a problem, possibly even a critical or central one for any 
epistemological theory. As my opening quotation from Foucher indicates, this 
was particularly so in the second half of the seventeenth century. In the wake of 
Descartes’ demolition of scholastic epistemology, there was no longer any agreed 
explanation of how mental phenomena could be “of” external objects; and for 
some philosophers, such an explanation was no longer even a theoretical 
possibility. 
 
The fact that Leibniz had much to say on this topic is thus of considerable interest 
from the point of view of the history of philosophy. If this was such a burning 
problem of the time, what did Leibniz – who perhaps had a broader range of 
interests than anyone else in his day, and who had something pertinent to say 
about everything – think of the matter? This question has, to date, been largely 
unanswered in the secondary literature. To investigate Leibniz’ views on 
intentionality is thus, in itself, to make an important contribution to our 
                                                 
2
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understanding of his philosophy. And it is also to shed light on our understanding 
of a key debate in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century: the debate 
over whether a viable theory of intentionality was possible at all. 
 
But there is a second reason for investigating Leibniz’ views on intentionality, 
which is that they lie at the heart of much of his philosophy. In the chapters which 
follow, I shall argue that Leibniz’ views of intentionality are closely bound up 
with key elements of his metaphysics and epistemology – especially his 
understanding of relations, his commitment to the explanatory power of theism 
and the role of the divine ideas, and his understanding of “concepts”. As Leibniz 
himself might have said, each of these aspects of his thought mirrors each of the 
others: they stand or fall together. So although our main interest is Leibniz’ view 
of intentionality, the argument of this thesis touches upon many of the familiar 
elements of his philosophy, such as the predicate-in-notion principle, the claim 
that all truths about an individual can be derived a priori from its concept, the 
dispositional theory of ideas, the theory of perception as expression, and others. In 
the course of the argument, I defend a number of original interpretations of 
Leibniz’ texts on these subjects, which help to shed light upon his thought as a 
whole, not simply his views of intentionality. 
 
Indeed, it does not take much reflection to realise that intentionality is an 
important matter for a philosopher who believes that reality is fundamentally 
made up of mind-like substances, whose sole activity is to perceive. For example, 
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Look has commented on the importance in Leibniz’ metaphysics, particularly his 
account of the relation between mind and body, of the notion that one monad can 
“dominate” others. My body “contains” an infinite number of monads, but only 
one of them is my mind – it is the one that “dominates” all the others. Because the 
only things that monads actually do is perceive, Look notes3 that dominance must 
involve monads perceiving each other, and that to understand what this means we 
must understand what it means for one monad to be the “object” of another 
monad’s perceptions. Dominance is thus an intentional matter. Indeed, Look also 
recognises that this question is closely bound up with relations.4 He interprets 
Leibniz as denying the extra-mental reality of relations, which means that the 
relation of dominance must boil down to non-relational properties of the monads 
in question. As I shall argue, however, not only did Leibniz not hold such a view 
of relations at all, but his understanding of intentionality is fundamentally 
relational, in the sense that it presupposes the extra-mental reality of relations on a 
number of points. Dominance may therefore not pose quite the problem that Look 
suggests. 
 
Carlin, meanwhile, has drawn attention to the importance of final causes in 
Leibniz’ metaphysics. But as he argues, final causation is (for Leibniz) an 
intentional matter: 
 
                                                 
3
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4
 Look (2002) 384-85, 389 
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...final causation, Leibniz will maintain, is a distinctively intentional affair. The intentional 
character of final causation is not difficult to make out: an agent who acts intentionally acts for the 
sake of actualizing some state of affairs that she represents to herself.5 
 
Since Carlin also notes that “there are many senses in which we might say that 
final causes have primacy for Leibniz”,6 it is clearly crucial to understand how 
Leibniz conceives of intentionality if we are to understand how he conceives of 
causation. More specifically, if “the mental representations involved in final 
causes are representations of (apparent) good”,7 then we need to know what 
Leibniz thinks a mental representation actually is, and what makes it “of” the 
apparent good rather than of something else. 
 
There is, then, a good case to be made for the importance of studying Leibniz’ 
understanding of intentionality beyond its mere intrinsic interest. My argument is 
that the scholastics had certain metaphysical views which allowed them a certain 
approach to the problem of intentionality. Leibniz resuscitated something like the 
scholastics’ metaphysical views, and with them, something like their views on 
intentionality – but tempered with insights gleaned from his contemporaries and 
immediate predecessors. 
 
This means that this thesis forms part of the burgeoning attempt to consider early 
modern philosophers, especially Leibniz, as part of the scholastic tradition. In 
                                                 
5
 Carlin (2006) 228 
6
 Carlin (2006) 219 
7
 Carlin (2006) 231 
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recent decades, a number of scholars have sought to redress what they consider 
the imbalance of the traditional view of seventeenth-century philosophy – 
especially that of those philosophers usually classified as “rationalists” – as 
marking a major break with the past. To this end they have argued that these 
philosophers are best understood as standing in continuity with their scholastic 
contemporaries and forebears, to at least some extent. This approach has been 
especially fruitful in Descartes scholarship, beginning with Etienne Gilson’s 
major studies in the early twentieth century.8  
 
If we turn to Leibniz, we find that more scholars have been relating his 
philosophy to that of the medieval tradition, and for rather longer (apart from 
Gilson). Leroy Loemker, for example, was arguing in the 1940s that Leibniz 
should be considered a Platonist because of his understanding of Ideas – perhaps 
“Augustinian” would be a more appropriate label for Loemker’s Leibniz, given 
that he locates the eternal Ideas in the mind of God.9 In the late 1970s and 80s, 
more scholars were investigating the links between Leibniz’ philosophy and that 
of his non-Cartesian predecessors, and they were doing so more thoroughly. In 
1981 a symposium was held in France devoted to examining Leibniz’ relations 
with Renaissance thought.10 And more recently, scholars have argued that Leibniz 
took many of his ideas from such late medieval traditions as the Kabbalah11 or the 
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9
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thought of Jacob Boehme.12 The view that Leibniz was especially indebted to late 
medieval and early modern scholastic philosophy has also been more widely 
accepted and examined over the past two or three decades, especially from the 
1990s onwards. In 1978, McCullough argued that Leibniz took some of his key 
ideas – especially those on relations, language and concepts, and universals and 
particulars – from Suarez.13 More recently, Latzer has compared Leibniz’ proofs 
for the existence of God to those of Scotus and Henry of Ghent.14 And most 
relevantly for this thesis, Massimo Mugnai has examined Leibniz’ views on 
relations in detail, comparing them systematically to those of late scholastic 
philosophers.15 
 
In most of these cases, scholars have focused on particular metaphysical or logical 
claims in Leibniz and shown that in formulating them he was deeply influenced 
by his scholastic predecessors – perhaps more so than by his “early modern” 
predecessors such as Descartes or Malebranche. But this raises an important 
question: what did Leibniz do with these claims? What further role do they play in 
his philosophy? In this thesis I aim to address questions of this kind. I argue that 
Leibniz had similar metaphysical views to those of some of the most important 
scholastic philosophers in three main areas: his understanding of relations, his 
view of the divine ideas, and his understanding of concepts. But what is especially 
interesting is the interaction between these different metaphysical views and the 
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role they play within the systems of Leibniz and the earlier philosophers. In 
particular, I argue that the scholastic philosophers use them to underpin their 
approach to intentionality – an approach which is common to all of these 
philosophers in outline, although they certainly disagree in details. And I argue 
that not only does Leibniz offer metaphysical views which are structurally similar 
to those of the scholastics in key respects, but he also uses them to underpin an 
approach to intentionality which is also similar to that of the scholastics in 
important ways. In this way, this thesis stands as part of the interpretative 
programme described above, but makes a distinctive contribution to it. It 
considers not simply the views that Leibniz takes from his scholastic 
predecessors, but how they relate to each other within his system as they do in 
those of the scholastics. In particular, it considers the relationship between 
metaphysics and epistemology. Those studies that have examined Leibniz’ 
relation to the scholastics have tended to be especially concerned with issues in 
metaphysics and logic. These concerns are replicated in this thesis, but 
subordinated to the theme of epistemology. It focuses, in particular, upon Leibniz’ 
understanding of intentionality – which has been largely neglected by the 
secondary literature altogether. 
 
This, then, is the plan of the thesis. In the second chapter, I argue that the 
scholastic philosophers had a strong theory of intentionality because it was 
supported by a package of three primary metaphysical doctrines. The first was the 
claim that “ideas” function as exemplars, and are located primarily in the divine 
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understanding. The second was the claim that, when the active intellect 
contemplates something, it actually takes on the same form or species as that 
thing. And the third was the claim that (at least some) relations exist outside the 
mind and cannot be reduced to monadic predicates.  
 
Despite their disagreement about many of the details, the scholastics’ broad 
agreement on these three principles meant that they did not really have a problem 
of intention at all. For example, the role that Aquinas gives to species in 
perception and cognition leaves no room for doubt about whether your thought is 
really “of” the object, because they share the same species; and that means that 
they are, in some sense, the same sort of thing. The “objective reality” of your 
thought simply is the external object, being thought of. And his realism about 
relations means that this is quite a strong statement. Again, “ideas” are for 
Aquinas primarily things in God’s mind, and the “exemplars” by which he creates 
everything. So an idea just has to be “of” its object, since it is actually a part-
cause of that object. We can see the same thing in the other scholastics even 
where they disagree with Aquinas about the details.  
 
In the chapters that follow, I suggest that Leibniz tackles the problem of 
intentionality by, in a way, resurrecting the scholastic metaphysics – or at least, 
something a bit like it which can play the same role in supporting a stronger 
epistemology. As I show in the third chapter, Leibniz does believe that relations 
are irreducibly real and not simply creatures of the mind after all. Although the 
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question whether Leibniz was a realist about relations has been quite controversial 
in recent literature,16 I present a fresh way of tackling this problem. In particular, I 
argue that Leibniz’ much-discussed “rewriting project” is not particularly relevant 
to the question whether he was a realist about relations; and I argue that his 
apparently contradictory statements about relations can best be understood by 
distinguishing between two kinds of relations in his thought. He thinks that 
relational properties have extra-mental reality, but “inter-substantial” relations do 
not, and are mere abstracta. In this, Leibniz is very similar to his scholastic 
forebears. 
 
In the fourth chapter, we see that Leibniz speaks about God’s ideas a great deal – 
not just those of human beings – and assigns them a part-cause in creation, with a 
deliberate appeal to Augustine. These ideas are conceived in a fundamentally 
relational way. Leibniz rejects Malebranche’s identification of our ideas with 
God’s, but he does think there is some important connection between them; for us 
to have an idea is to exist in some relation to God’s ideas. I argue that an 
interpretation of Leibniz as a nominalist about ideas, which has been defended by 
some recent commentators, is not accurate. According to this interpretation, 
Leibniz believes that to have an idea of something is simply to have a disposition 
to think about it. I argue, however, that this is only Leibniz’ understanding of 
ideas when they are not being thought of; when they are being thought of, they 
are objects of thought. Moreover, the divine ideas certainly cannot be understood 
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 See Hintikka (1969), Ishiguro (1972), d’Agostino (1976), Kulstad (1980), Wong (1980), and 
Mugnai (1992). 
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dispositionally at all. In fact, the divine ideas are identical with their objects, a 
claim which is fundamental to Leibniz’ overarching argument in the Theodicy. 
Here again, there are strong similarities between Leibniz’ position and that of the 
scholastics. 
 
In the fifth chapter, we see that the related terms “concept” and “definition” 
operate, in some ways, rather like the scholastic intelligible species. Leibniz even 
seems to think of concepts as having causative powers, in some sense. I argue that 
Leibniz distinguishes between “a” concept of something and “the” concept of the 
same thing; the latter is identical with God’s idea of that thing, which is also 
identical with the thing itself. But these are not simply different labels for the 
same entity – rather, they are different ways of viewing it. In particular, Leibniz 
distinguishes between the essence of something and its complete concept. I argue 
that the distinction involves “existential information”; an essence lacks this 
information, while a complete concept consists of an essence plus existential 
information. This “existential information” thus operates in Leibniz’ thought 
rather as “haecceities” do in Duns Scotus’, and I compare and contrast the 
opinions of the two philosophers on the nature of individuality. 
 
Moreover, a complete concept itself can be understood in two different ways – 
prevolitionally and postvolitionally. A prevolitional complete concept does not 
contain information about its actual existence, whereas a postvolitional complete 
concept does. This explains some of the apparently contradictory things Leibniz 
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says about complete concepts, and some of the contradictory interpretations 
different scholars have offered of them. Here again, we see that Leibniz’ thought 
makes more sense if we approach it with scholastic categories in mind. 
 
In Leibniz, then, key elements of the metaphysical package which allowed the 
scholastics to explain intentionality reappear. In the final chapter, we see how all 
of this allows Leibniz to have a more full-blooded theory of intentionality, one 
where there are real metaphysical links between us, our ideas, their objects, and 
God. For Leibniz, intentionality is not a function of mental objects (a view he 
shares with Ockham), but it is not a function of mental acts either; it is a function 
of mental states, which are the only properties that minds have. These states have 
a relation of similarity to their objects, in virtue of the fact that they express them; 
they are also linked causally to their objects, via God. In the case of sensation, the 
object is conceived as actual, while in the case of cognition, the object is 
conceived as possible and general; but because possible objects (ideas in the mind 
of God) are identical with their objects, this means that if I think of Caesar and 
also see Caesar, the object of my thought is identical with the object of my 
perception. It is a theory that takes much the same form as that of the scholastics, 
but incorporates elements of post-Cartesian philosophy – especially from Spinoza 
and Malebranche – too. 
 
The argument of this thesis, if it is correct, gives rise to two main areas for further 
investigation, which are largely untouched in the present work. The first 
  13   
 is the question how the metaphysical and epistemological views in question 
passed from the late medieval scholastic philosophers to Leibniz. Did he pick 
them up from reading these philosophers themselves or from reading later authors 
such as Suarez or John of St Thomas? Which authors had he read anyway? Did he 
form some of these ideas quite independently? Answers to some of these 
questions have already been provided, especially by McCullough and Mugnai on 
the subject of Leibniz’ views on relations,17 but others remain unanswered in 
detail, at least for now. A comprehensive answer to these important questions lies 
beyond the scope of this study, the purpose of which is merely to examine 
Leibniz’ theory of intentionality and the metaphysical views which underpin it, 
and to compare them to the corresponding views of the late medieval scholastics. 
But if the argument of this study is correct, then clear avenues for further 
historical investigation have been opened up. 
 
The second area for further investigation is more philosophical and of relevance 
to discussions of intentionality in modern analytic philosophy. If Leibniz did hold 
what was effectively a neo-scholastic theory of intentionality, what philosophical 
consequences may we draw from this – especially when we put this into the 
context of the fierce debate over intentionality at the time Leibniz was writing? 
Foucher, in the passage quoted at the head of this chapter and in others, lambasted 
the Cartesians for attempting to put together a theory of intentionality which 
simply could not do the work they thought it could.18 In the eyes of the sceptical 
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 See below, pp. 126-27. 
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 See also Foucher’s argument at W&G 32. 
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opponents of Cartesianism, the principles of that philosophy were simply too 
weak to support any viable theory of intentionality at all.19 The fact that Leibniz 
forged his theory of intentionality after their criticisms by adhering more closely 
to the views of the scholastics means that those who come after him are faced 
with a stark challenge. Must a viable theory of intentionality depend, to some 
extent, upon a defence of metaphysical positions such as the extra-mental reality 
of relations and the existence within the mind of abstracted universals? Both 
Leibniz and the critics of Cartesianism seem to agree that it must. If they were 
right, then we are posed with a potentially unpalatable philosophical dilemma. On 
the assumption that intentionality really exists, we must find a way to 
accommodate these metaphysical positions within our own philosophical 
worldview. Or on the assumption that we cannot do that, we must conclude that 
Foucher was right and there can be no workable theory of intentionality. Like the 
question of Leibniz’ historical sources, that is a problem the scope of which lies 
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 See, for example, the similar arguments of Daniel Huet (H 35-36) and Jean Du Hamel (D 27-
28). 
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2 – The Medieval Philosophers 
 
As we saw in the previous chapter, Brentano framed his formulation of the 
problem of intentionality in terms drawn from the scholastics.1 Nevertheless, 
intentionality is not really a problem for the scholastics at all. In this chapter we 
see that, although different medieval philosophers disagree on a number of 
fundamental issues connected to epistemology, they do share basic convictions 
that, if one accepts them, explain intentionality quite well. 
 
In this chapter we shall see what those convictions were, and how they related to 
intentionality. The purpose of the chapter is not to argue for a new interpretation 
of these thinkers – a task which would be well beyond the scope of this thesis – so 
much as to set the scene by providing a context for the more detailed analysis of 
Leibniz to which the subsequent chapters are devoted. In those chapters, we shall 
see how some of Leibniz’ views – although distinct from these scholastic 
doctrines in certain respects – were also very similar to them in others. In 
particular, Leibniz’ version of the scholastic doctrines worked in the same way to 




In 1949, Jean Paulus wrote: 
                                                 
1
 See above, pp. 1-2. 
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When, in 1932, we began the study of the Belgian philosopher, our intention was to go 
immediately to his noetics. After several months of vain cogitation, we got the feeling that we 
were setting off on the wrong foot, and that noetics depended directly upon metaphysics...2 
 
In this chapter, I suggest that what Paulus found to be true of Henry of Ghent can 
equally apply to his scholastic colleagues. There is a sort of “package” of 
metaphysical beliefs and commitments which underlies their epistemology. 
Although different philosophers disagree over the details of these beliefs, most of 
them do agree on at least a broad outline. And this “package” is what provides the 
theoretical basis to their understanding of intentionality. 
 
The “package” consists of three main beliefs (or belief-clusters). The first is that 
created objects correspond to ideas in the mind of God. These ideas have an 
intrinsic, not simply arbitrary, connection to their external objects, because they 
are the archetypes for those objects. Because the idea is the pattern for the object, 
it is a part-cause of it, and it resembles it. In other words, its role as archetype 
binds it to its object with these two relations.  
 
The second element of the metaphysical “package” is the notion of “intelligible 
species”, which can inform both the intellect and the object of thought at the same 
time. They correspond, in some respects, to the “ideas” of the early modern 
philosophers. Because what informs the intellect is a “species”, abstracted from 
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the object, the dual relation of causation and resemblance once again holds 
between the intellect and its object. 
 
The third basic conviction is that (at least some) relations exist independent of the 
mind. This conviction is what gives the other parts of the “package” their 
strength. The divine ideas are typically described in a fundamentally relational 
way: for an entity to be a divine idea at all is for it to exist in a relation with 
something else, or even to be such a relation. Furthermore, on the assumption of 
the irreducible reality of relations, even when no explanation of intentionality is 
available, it is still possible to insist without inconsistency (though, perhaps, 
without much positive content either) that a relation of intentionality exists even 
where it cannot be further explained. This allows some of these philosophers to 
distinguish between “material” and “spiritual” (or intentional) inherence of a 
species without explaining what that distinction really means. 
 
Armed with this metaphysical “package”, the scholastic philosophers are able to 
explain intentionality without much difficulty. And much of Leibniz’ answer to 
the problem of intentionality involves rebuilding that “package” – or something 
similar to it.  
 
In this chapter, I examine the “package” as it appears in three major philosophers: 
Thomas Aquinas, Henry of Ghent, and Duns Scotus. Why these three? First, 
Leibniz was well aware of the views of all three of them. He certainly knew 
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Aquinas and Scotus first-hand, and although it is not known whether he read 
Henry directly (owing, in part, to his habit of referring simply to “the Scholastics” 
without distinguishing between them), he would at least have known of many of 
his doctrines and arguments through his reading of Scotus.3 Second, these three 
philosophers offer very different versions of the “package”. For example, all three 
give different accounts of the nature of the divine ideas, they disagree over how 
the intellect abstracts information from external objects, and they do not accept 
each other’s understanding of the reality of relations. Yet these differences exist 
only in the context of the broader acceptance of the fundamental structure of the 
“package”. All three philosophers believe that relations have extra-mental reality, 
and appeal to this in their account of the divine ideas. All three believe that, in 
some way, the intellect does take on the same species as that of the object it 
contemplates. And all three recognise the role of both causation and similarity in 
intention. 
 
A brief study of these philosophers, then, illustrates not only what the “package” 
was and how its component parts fitted together, but the degree of flexibility that 
was possible even in a context where none of those component parts was 
seriously questioned. Later in the fourteenth century, the “package” began to 
break down, as philosophers not only questioned but rejected key elements of it. 
The most important figure in that process was William of Ockham – another 
figure with whom Leibniz was highly familiar, and with whom he explicitly 
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sympathised, on at least some key points.4 I do not discuss Ockham or those who 
came after him here, because my intention in this chapter is not to provide a 
detailed description or even a comprehensive summary of all scholastic theories 
on intention and their metaphysical underpinnings. Not only would that be well 
beyond the scope of this thesis, but such surveys already exist.5 Rather, my aim is 
to examine the “package” that I have identified as supporting the typical 
scholastic approach to intentionality, as it is found in those philosophers who set 
out the most important versions of it during the period when its major elements 




Aquinas sets the tone for late scholastic theories of intentionality. He argues for 
the irreducible, extra-mental reality of relations; for the existence of many ideas in 
the mind of God; and for the role of the intellect in apprehending and duplicating 
the species of the things it understands. These three beliefs – which are more 
closely interconnected than might at first be apparent – provide the metaphysical 
underpinning for Aquinas’ theory of intentionality. 
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 Ockham believed that relative terms refer not to real properties in substances, but to the 
substances themselves, considered in relation to other things – see Maurer (1999) 47. He also 
denied that divine ideas can be identified with the divine essence or with any relations in God – 
see Maurer (1999) 214-16. And he denied that the primary objects of human knowledge are 
universals of any kind – they are instead individuals. The active intellect abstracts universal 
concepts from sensory impressions, but these are used in general reasoning and are not essential 
for knowledge in itself. See Maurer (1999) 490-96. In fact, no intelligible species are involved in 
cognition at all – see Stump (1999), especially 188-90. In other words, Ockham rejects or 
drastically modifies all of the main features of the “package” discussed in this chapter. 
5
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The reality of relations 
 
The basic thrust of Aquinas’ view of relations is fairly clear: they are real, with an 
existence that is not purely mental: 
 
...some have said that relation is not a reality, but only an idea. But this is plainly seen to be false 
from the very fact that things themselves have a mutual natural order and habitude.6 
 
The most important role of relations, for Aquinas, is to secure the reality of the 
Trinity. In this, Aquinas essentially replicates Augustine’s theory that the three 
divine persons are distinguished from each other solely by their mutual relations – 
a distinction which is real and not just conceptual, because these relations are an 
irreducible element of extra-mental reality.7 In other words, the three persons are 
not simply different names for the same reality, but are actually different entities 
(although, at the same time, there is only one God). That theory itself was simply 
a development of the doctrines of Gregory of Nazianzus and, especially, Gregory 
of Nyssa.8 Thus Aquinas comments: 
 
                                                 
6
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seems rather to distinguish them solely by their relations, the line taken by Augustine and most 
subsequent theologians. Gregory of Nyssa also describes the Persons’ relations as their “mode of 
existence”, rather like Henry of Ghent. 
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The Father is denominated only from paternity; and the Son only from filiation. Therefore, if no 
real paternity or filiation existed in God, it would follow that God is not really Father or Son, but 
only in our manner of understanding; and this is the Sabellian heresy.9 
 
Nevertheless, he does recognise that some relations have only mental reality: 
 
...we may consider that in relations alone is there found something which is only in the 
apprehension and not in reality... [Some] are necessarily real relations, as in a heavy body is found 
an inclination and order to the centre of the universe; and hence there exists in the heavy body a 
certain relation in regard to the centre... Sometimes, however, this reference to another, signified 
by relation, is to be found only in the apprehension of the reason comparing one thing to another, 
and this is a logical relation only; as, for instance, when reason compares man to animal as the 
species to the genus.10 
 
So all relations have mental reality, but some of them have extra-mental reality 
too. However, Aquinas also believes in relations which are partly real and partly 
unreal. 
 
...sometimes a relation in one extreme may be a reality, while in the other extreme it is an idea 
only.11 
 
This is possible because, for Aquinas as for all the Aristotelian scholastics, 
relations are understood in terms of relational properties.12 To say that a certain 
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 Summa Theologiae I 13 7 FEDP 166 
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 See Henninger (1989) 4-6 
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relation exists between relata X and Y is to say that X has one relational property 
and Y has another. A relational property is a property that an object has, but 
which refers to another particular object: it is expressed by a two-place predicate 
that has one of the places filled. One of the scholastic terms for “relation”, 
adaliquitas, literally “towards something”, expresses this nicely.13 Thus “is the 
father of Isaac” is a predicate which expresses a relational property possessed by 
Abraham, while “is the son of Abraham” is a predicate which expresses a 
relational property possessed by Isaac. When Aquinas says that a certain relation 
is real, he means that the two relata really have properties like these – properties 
which “refer” in some way to the other relatum. On this understanding of 
relations, it is clear what it means to say that a relation is real in one of the relata 
but not the other: this happens when one of the relata has such an irreducibly 
relational property but the other does not. Among the kinds of relation that 
Aquinas places in this category are those of knowledge and perception.14 
 
Like Augustine, Aquinas thinks God’s relations to creatures are real in one of the 
relata and ideal in the other. The reason is that God is eternal and unchanging, but 
some of his relations do change – for example, there was a time when he was not 
the sovereign of human beings, because there was a time when human beings did 
not exist. It follows, therefore, that God does not really have these relational 
properties at all. However, the corresponding relational properties are really found 
in creatures – for example, all humans have the relational property of having God 
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as their sovereign, even though God does not have the relational property of being 
their sovereign. 
 
Aquinas does not say much more on how relations are to be understood, since his 
interest in them is largely theological. However, it is important to recognise that 
this theory of relations is potentially useful in a theory of intentionality. Aquinas 
admits that, where a relation of intentionality exists, it exists only in the knower or 
perceiver, and not in the thing known or perceived; but this does not make it any 
less real. If this is so, one could have a plausible theory of intention according to 
which the mind, or an entity within it, has an irreducible relation of “being of” an 
external object. Such a relation would be a single relational accident of the mind 
or of the mental entity, presumably without any corresponding relational accident 
in the external object. And it could be quite consistent to say that this relational 
accident cannot be explained any further, since it is an irreducible relation. We 
might even go so far as to suggest that if it is possible for X to have a relational 
property that “points” to Y, while Y has no relational property that “points” to X, 
then perhaps Y does not need to exist at all. If we could accept that, then it is 
possible for a mind to have a relational property pointing to its object even when 
that object does not exist.15 
 
Aquinas himself does not spell out a theory of this kind. But we can see how this 
realism about relations can be relevant to intentionality in other ways by 
considering Aquinas’ epistemology in a little more detail. 
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Ideas in the mind of God 
 
If Aquinas does not discuss relations in the context of epistemology, the same is 
not true of his second important doctrine, that of ideas in the mind of God. In fact, 
Aquinas seems to regard this as an important element of his theory of divine 
knowledge: each of his discussions of God’s knowledge leads on to a discussion 
of God’s ideas. The major exception to this pattern is the Summa contra gentiles, 
where Aquinas discusses God’s knowledge without talking about ideas at all. This 
has sometimes been interpreted to mean that the theory was not very important to 
him.16 Wippel17 and Boland18 both reject such an interpretation, on the grounds 
that in this passage Aquinas is focusing on aspects of his theory in which divine 
ideas play a less important role. 
 
Aquinas inherits the doctrine of ideas from Augustine, who offered it as a 
modification of Plato’s theory of Forms: for Augustine, the Forms are actually 
ideas in God’s mind.19 It is through these ideas that God knows his creation, and it 
is by reference to these ideas that he creates it. God’s ideas are thus the archetypes 
for all created things. Moreover, it is through a direct relationship to God’s ideas 
that human beings can know things as well. Augustine argues for this, in part, by 
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appealing to the fact that different individuals can know the same object or truth. 
What they know, therefore, cannot exist solely in their own minds, or they would 
all be knowing numerically different things. Indeed, these direct objects of 
thought must be eternal, because they are eternal truths by which sensory 
experiences are judged, not temporary truths abstracted from those experiences.20 
 
This, in its essentials, is Aquinas’ theory too. He notes that God’s ideas serve two 
purposes for God – first, as archetypes of created things, and second, as ways in 
which they are known. They therefore have a role in God’s practical knowledge 
and his speculative knowledge at the same time, and this has consequences for 
human knowledge as well.21 However, Aquinas makes a number of important 
points which complicate the account considerably. 
 
First, he is clear that ideas resemble their objects. In fact an idea simply is a 
resemblance or “similitude”: 
 
...as Augustine says... all creatures are in the divine mind, as a piece of furniture is in the mind of a 
cabinetmaker. Now, a piece of furniture is in the mind of a cabinetmaker by means of its idea and 
likeness. Therefore, ideas of all things are in God.22 
 
The fact that an idea is a similitude or likeness is even clearer in the Summa 
theologiae, where Aquinas comments that “the likeness of a house pre-exists in 
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the mind of the builder. And this may be called the idea of the house, since the 
builder intends to build his house like to the form conceived in his mind”.23 
 
But what is an idea? Aquinas considers, and rejects, the notion that God’s ideas 
are identical with the essences of creatures, because these essences can exist only 
in themselves. He suggests that it is better for God to know them through his own 
essence, which is where the ideas are. In fact, God’s essence itself is called “idea” 
inasmuch as it is the exemplar – so God’s essence is identical to each of his ideas. 
Indeed, all the ideas are identical to each other as well, because each idea is 
simply God’s essence understood in a certain way.24 However, despite this 
fundamental unity (indeed, identity) of the ideas, there is still genuine plurality, 
because every individual creature is related to God in its own way. An analogy 
(not one that Aquinas uses) might be an individual person with a number of 
different roles: one man can be a father, a son, a teacher, a gambling addict, and 
so on. His different relations to different things mean there is a sort of multiplicity 
in him, even though there is only one of him. So for Aquinas, “idea” refers to 
God’s own essence inasmuch as it can be imitated by creatures, and because that 
essence can be imitated by every individual creature to varying degrees and in 
various ways, we can speak of a different idea for each individual creature.25 That 
is, the ideas are of individuals, not types, because the matter which individuates 
individuals comes from God too; thus his knowledge is of individuals.  
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Although God knows himself and all else by his own essence, yet his essence is the operative 
principle of all things, except of himself. It has therefore the nature of an idea with respect to other 
things; though not with respect to himself. God is the similitude of all things according to his 
essence; therefore an idea in God is identical with his essence.26 
 
This is why the multitude of ideas in God’s mind does not threaten the divine 
simplicity, because really they are all God’s essence.27 Yet at the same time there 
are many ideas. Aquinas explains the apparent contradiction in two important 
passages: 
 
...the idea of a work is in the mind of the operator as that which is understood, and not as the 
image whereby he understands, which is a form that makes the intellect in act. For the form of the 
house in the mind of the builder, is something understood by him, to the likeness of which he 
forms the house in matter. Now, it is not repugnant to the simplicity of the divine mind that it 
understand many things; though it would be repugnant to its simplicity were his understanding to 
be formed by a plurality of images. Hence many ideas exist in the divine mind, as things 
understood by it...28 
 
This passage may seem to contradict the others where Aquinas identifies ideas 
with likenesses, since here, Aquinas seems to suggest that the idea is actually 
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identical with its object – it is just that object, being understood. And he goes on 
to say:  
 
The divine essence is not called an idea in so far as it is that essence, but only in so far as it is the 
likeness or type of this or that thing. Hence ideas are said to be many, inasmuch as many types are 
understood through the self-same essence.29 
 
The theory, it seems, makes most sense if we interpret it in terms of relations. 
God’s idea of X is X, as understood by God. But the idea is also God’s essence, as 
related to X. So which is it – X from God’s point of view or God’s essence from 
X’s point of view? Aquinas’ point seems to be that it is both: it is the relation 
between them. Now as we have seen, for Aquinas, a relation is grounded in 
relational accidents.30 Sometimes the relational accident is really in only one of 
the relata, as when the relation is one of knowing: the knower has a genuine 
quality of knowing the known thing, but the known thing does not really have a 
genuine quality referring back to the knower. In the case of God’s ideas, it seems 
that there is a similar asymmetry. Aquinas considers objections to his theory 
based on the principle that the temporal cannot be the cause of the eternal. If 
God’s ideas are based on his relations with creatures, then that would transgress 
the principle, since temporal creatures would determine what ideas are in the 
eternal mind of God. Aquinas answers: 
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Such relations, whereby ideas are multiplied, are caused not by the things themselves, but by the 
divine intellect comparing its own essence with these things. Relations multiplying ideas do not 
exist in created things, but in God. Yet they are not real relations, such as those whereby the 
Persons are distinguished, but relations understood by God.31 
  
In other words, God has a relational quality concerning the object of his idea, but 
the object does not have a corresponding relational quality concerning God. This 
point is reinforced – although Aquinas does not make the connection explicit – by 
the fact that God has ideas of non-existent things.32 Clearly, if God can have a 
relational quality whose object does not exist, the object need not have any 
relational quality whose object is God. 
 
What is this relational quality? In the passages quoted above, Aquinas talks about 
a relation of similarity: the divine essence is the idea of X inasmuch as the divine 
essence resembles X. But he also implies that there is a relation of dependence 
too. As we have seen, Aquinas identifies two functions for the divine ideas – 
“exemplars” (that is, archetypes for their objects) and “types” (that is, ways of 
knowing their objects).33 While arguing that God has ideas of non-existent 
objects, Aquinas notes that some ideas have only the latter function: 
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God has no practical knowledge, except virtually, of things which neither are, nor will be, nor 
have been. Hence, with respect to these there is no idea in God in so far as idea signifies an 
exemplar but only in so far as it denotes a type.34 
 
One possible interpretation of Aquinas is this: all of God’s ideas are “types”, and 
some of them are, in addition, “exemplars”. But this is a difference of function 
only. Apart from having different objects, all ideas are similar in nature; it simply 
happens that some ideas correspond to external objects which God has made in 
accordance with them. 
 
But if this is what Aquinas means, then the above passage reads very strangely. 
Why should Aquinas write that “with respect to these there is no idea in God in so 
far as idea signifies an ‘exemplar’”, when it might seem more natural to write 
something like “the idea in God functions only as a ‘type’”? It seems to me that 
the most natural interpretation of Aquinas here is that the two kinds of ideas differ 
in more than mere function. There is actually a difference in nature between an 
idea that is both type and exemplar and an idea that is only a type. This explains 
why, in the case of a non-existent object, God actually lacks an idea of the former 
kind; he has instead an idea of the latter kind. 
 
If this is what Aquinas means, then according to his theory there are two kinds of 
ideas in God. Let us call ideas that serve only as ways of knowing their objects T-
ideas, and ideas that do this and also serve as archetypes for the creation of their 
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objects TE-ideas. What would the difference be between them, if this is supposed 
to be more than just their function? The answer is simple if we again think of an 
idea as a relation. We have already seen that the idea of X represents the relation 
of similarity between X and God’s essence (inasmuch as God’s essence is similar 
to X). This would characterise T-ideas. TE-ideas would express this relation, and 
in addition, the relation of dependence upon God. Aquinas writes: 
 
Although God knows himself and all else by his own essence, yet his essence is the operative 
principle of all things, except of himself. It has therefore the nature of an idea with respect to other 
things; though not with respect to himself.35 
 
Aquinas seems to suggest here that it is the fact that God’s essence is the 
“operative principle” of an object that makes it the idea of that object when 
considered in relation to it. It is the absence of this feature in relation to itself that 
prevents the divine essence from being considered an idea of itself, just as it is the 
presence of this feature in relation to other things that allows it to be considered 
an idea of them. Aquinas’ phrase “operative principle” is presumably a way of 
expressing the dependence of all things upon God.36 Thus, part of what it is to be 
an idea is to express this relation. It might seem that Aquinas is thinking only of 
TE-ideas here, since a T-idea is an idea of an object which God knows but does 
not create. In fact, Aquinas argues that such non-existent objects have a virtual 
dependence on God, since, if they were to exist, it would be because God would 
have created them: 
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Properly speaking, an idea belongs to practical knowledge that is not only actually but also 
habitually practical. Therefore, since God has virtually practical knowledge of those things which 
he could make, even though he never makes them or never will make them, there must be ideas of 
those things which are not, have not been, nor will be.37 
 
Thus, the difference between a TE-idea and a T-idea is not that the former has a 
role in practical and theoretical knowledge, while the latter is theoretical only; it is 
that the practical knowledge offered by the latter is what Aquinas calls “virtual” 
only, or, as we might say, “possible”. This explains how Aquinas can write the 
following: 
 
...those who say that all things proceed from God by a necessity of nature and not by a decision of 
will cannot admit ideas, because those who act impelled by the necessity of nature do not 
determine the end for themselves.38  
 
At first glance this passage seems odd. Surely there would be no contradiction in 
supposing that God creates by necessity only, and therefore does not require ideas 
to function as archetypes, while at the same time retaining the view that he 
comprehends everything, and therefore does require ideas to function as 
resemblances. In other words, the view that God acts only by necessity might 
entail that he has no TE-ideas, but not that he has no T-ideas. But Aquinas here 
speaks as though this view entails that he has no ideas at all. The reason is that T-
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ideas do still function as archetypes – it is simply that this function is only 
possible, and not actual. If God’s actions, including his choice of what to create, 
were wholly necessary, then it would be impossible for him to do other than as he 
does. But in that case any ideas he had would not have the possibility of 
functioning as archetypes.39 But for Aquinas, being a possible archetype is part of 
what it is for an idea to be an idea at all. That is why it would be inconsistent for 
anyone to claim that God acts by necessity and has ideas of any kind – at least, 
ideas as Aquinas understands them. 
 
The important thing for our purposes, however, is that the passage from the 
Summa quoted above makes it clear that relatedness is intrinsic to the nature of 
ideas. It is because God’s essence is not related to itself (for relations necessarily 
refer to other things) that it cannot be considered the idea of itself.  
 
There are still some ambiguities of interpretation. Is the idea of X actually to be 
identified with the relation that God’s essence bears towards it? Or, rather, is the 
idea only characterised by this relation, and not to be identified with it? This is, to 
a certain degree, a meaningless question as far as Aquinas is concerned, since he 
believes that the absolute divine simplicity means that God is identical with his 
attributes, and they are identical with each other.40 “Attributes” covers not simply 
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divine properties such as his omnipotence and omniscience, but also his relations 
to other objects (since these are properties). It seems reasonable to suppose that it 
also covers the divine ideas. If this is so, then God, one of his ideas, and the 
relational property that characterises this idea, are actually all one and the same 
things, even if we conceive of them as different things.41 However, the passages 
we have already seen – especially where Aquinas speaks of “relations, whereby 
ideas are multiplied” (my italics) – suggest that, for Aquinas, the idea and the 
relation are at least conceptually distinct. It might seem that the relation is 
logically prior to the idea, since Aquinas suggests that ideas are “multiplied” by 
relations. But one might just as well say that the idea should be logically prior to 
the relation, since if there were no ideas there would be nothing to be related. The 
most reasonable interpretation may be simply that, for Aquinas, the idea and the 
relation are co-dependent, with neither claiming logical priority over the other. 
This makes sense if we remember Aquinas’ view that the idea is identical with 
God’s essence. In other words, the idea is God’s essence considered in terms of its 
relation to the object. More precisely, the idea is God’s essence considered by 
God in terms of its relation to the object. 
 
Wippel summarises Aquinas’ theory of ideas like this: 
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...a divine idea is not merely the divine essence taken as such, or the divine essence taken as an 
object of God’s understanding; it is the divine essence understood by God together with the 
particular relationship of imitation a particular creature bears to it.42 
 
This seems to me to capture the basic theory. It is the fact that there are many 
creatures, all existing in different relations of imitation to the divine essence, that 
means that there are many ideas even though there is only one essence. And that 




For Aquinas, in sharp contrast to Augustine, the divine ideas play no direct role in 
creaturely knowledge. Indeed, Aquinas’ downplaying of the role of divine 
illumination in ordinary knowledge was one of the key doctrines associated with 
him in the thirteenth-century debate over Aristotelianism.43 
 
Aquinas shares Plato’s conviction that knowledge is intrinsically about 
universals.44 But he rejects Plato’s conclusion that the object of knowledge is 
externally existing universal things. This is partly because he rejects Plato’s belief 
in those things in the first place. There just is no “Form” floating about ready to 
be impressed onto the mind.45 There are ideas in God’s mind, of course, but these 
are really God’s essence itself, understood relationally, and created minds cannot 
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know God’s essence. Thus, Plato’s Forms do not exist (at least in the way that 
Plato thought), and God’s ideas are not available for inspection by anyone else. 
Nevertheless, Aquinas does share Plato’s belief that knowledge must involve 
similarity. That is, for X to know Y, there must be some kind of similarity 
between X and Y.  
 
Given this, Aquinas argues that the intellect itself must manufacture idea-
substitutes which play a similar role in the human mind to the one played by ideas 
in God’s mind. These idea-substitutes are intelligible species. They are the 
products of the mind itself – but they are not simply arbitrary imaginings, since 
the mind creates them on the basis of what it perceives. Aquinas argues that, since 
Plato was right to think that knowledge involves some kind of likeness between 
knowing mind and the known object, they must both be informed by the same 
species. But although the same species is in both of them, it does not have to be in 
both of them in the same way. 
 
Now it seems that Plato strayed from the truth because, having observed that all knowledge takes 
place through some kind of similitude, he thought that the form of the thing known must of 
necessity be in the knower in the same manner as in the thing known... But there is no necessity 
for this... the sensible form is conditioned differently in the thing which is external to the soul, and 
in the senses which receive the forms of sensible things without receiving matter, such as the color 
of gold without receiving gold. 46 
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Aquinas therefore distinguishes between the agent intellect and the passive 
intellect.47 The agent intellect abstracts general “species” from the individuals that 
are perceived; these are then impressed upon the passive intellect.48 Aquinas 
considers, and rejects, Avicenna’s belief that the agent intellect is not a human 
faculty at all, but a sort of supernatural external agent.49 
 
There are several important aspects to these intelligible species. The first is their 
dissimilarity to – and yet connection with – God’s ideas. Aquinas is quite clear 
that they are not the same things as God’s ideas: we do not have direct intellectual 
access to God’s ideas. Species are actually created by the agent intellect itself: 
they are things that exist inside the intellect alone. Moreover, despite being 
universals, intelligible species are themselves individual things: if you and I both 
think about X, then the intelligible species of X in my intellect is a different token 
from the one in yours.50 My (or your) intelligible species of X is thus also a 
distinct thing from X’s nature or quiddity.51 
 
However, there are two connections between the intelligible species and God’s 
ideas. The first of these is a little obscure: it is that both are directly involved in 
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the action of the understanding. Aquinas denies that God’s ideas are the objects of 
understanding, but he does insist that they are required for knowledge, just as 
light is required for vision.52 Their precise role is rather unclear, though. Are they 
the means by which we know the object of knowledge, that is, the intelligible 
species? That sounds simple, but it is not Aquinas’ theory, because he does not 
think that the species is the object of knowledge at all. In his view, the intelligible 
species is that by which we know the external object itself. In which case, there 
seems to be little conceptual space for God’s ideas if they’re supposed to fulfill 
this function too. Perhaps the ideas and the species are both means by which we 
know the object, just as light and the eye are both means by which we see it. 
 
The second connection between species and ideas is clearer: ideas are the ultimate 
origins of the species. When the agent intellect creates an intelligible species, it 
does so not arbitrarily, but by abstracting the form of the object itself. So although 
the species in the intellect is quantitatively distinct from the form in the object 
(that is, it is not numerically identical with it), it is qualitatively similar. The 
intelligible species is a copy of the form. As we have seen, Aquinas believes that 
God’s ideas are archetypes for all existing things: creatures are fashioned after the 
pattern of his ideas.53 That is where they get their forms from. So an intelligible 
species gets its form, ultimately though not directly, from a divine idea. Aquinas 
agrees with (his reading of) Plato that an intelligible species is a copy of a divine 
idea; he disagrees in thinking that the physical object must act as an intermediate. 
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The intelligible species is not a direct copy of the idea, but an indirect one. This 
notion rests upon the fundamental Aristotelian belief that the “form” of a 
substance is a conceptually discrete thing which can be distinguished from its 
matter or individuality (matter and individuality being, for Aquinas at least, the 
same thing). 
 
The word of the heart 
 
There is one final complication to Aquinas’ theory of understanding which is 
relevant to our purposes: his related doctrine of the verbum cordis or “word of the 
heart”. At first glance, this seems to be the same thing as an intelligible concept. It 
is a mental entity of some kind which plays a role in understanding something: 
 
...whenever we understand, by the very fact of understanding there proceeds something within us, 
which is a conception of the object understood, a conception issuing from our intellectual power 
and proceeding from our knowledge of that object. This conception is signified by the spoken 
word; and it is called the word of the heart signified by the word of the voice.54 
 
How, then, does this differ from the intelligible species? There are two, related 
differences. The first is that the intelligible species is a prerequisite for 
understanding at all. To understand something, you must first abstract an 
intelligible species from it; only then can you understand. But the word of the 
heart then follows on from this: it is a product of understanding. The second 
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difference is that the intelligible species is produced by the agent intellect alone, 
and then impressed upon the passive intellect. The word of the heart, by contrast, 
seems to be produced by the intellect as a whole, as a result of this action of one 
part upon the other. 
 
Slightly confusingly, Aquinas does not discuss the word of the heart in the context 
of epistemology; he discusses it instead in the context of the Trinity, as an 
analogy for the generation of the Son.55 That might suggest that this theory is of 
little epistemological significance. In fact, however, the word of the heart seems 
to be essential not only for understanding but for language too. In the passage 
above, Aquinas suggests that the word of the heart is signified by language: thus, 
the word “dog” signifies not an actual dog but the word of the heart which results 
from the comprehension of the dog. Presumably Aquinas is thinking here of 
words as tokens rather than types: it is my utterance of “dog”, rather than the 
word in general, which signifies my word of the heart which results from my 
understanding of a dog (which itself results from my abstracting an intelligible 
species from my perception of a dog). Not only that, but Aquinas also suggests 
that when I think about the dog, I’m really thinking about this word of the heart: 
 
...our intellectual word, which enables us to speak about the divine Word by a kind of 
resemblance, is that at which our intellectual operation terminates. This is the object of 
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understanding, which is called the conception of the intellect. Now, for us every object of 
understanding really proceeds from something else... Now, this is universally true of whatever we 
understand, whether it be understood by its essence or by its likeness; for conception itself is an 
effect of the act of understanding.56 
 
Do we have here, then, a sort of representationist theory of understanding, 
according to which we think about only mental objects, and never about external 
objects? In fact, Aquinas explicitly rejects such an interpretation. He insists 
instead that when we think about a dog, we are thinking about both the word of 
the heart and the dog itself. This is because the word of the heart has a dual 
function, as both the object and the medium of thought: 
 
The intellectual conception is a medium between the intellect and the thing known, because 
through its mediation the intellectual operation attains the thing. Hence, the intellectual conception 
is not only that which is understood but also that by which the thing is understood. Consequently, 
that which is understood can be said to be both the thing itself as well as an intellectual 
conception. Similarly, that which is spoken interiorly can be said to be both the thing expressed by 
the word and the word itself, as is also true of the exterior word, because both the word and the 
thing the word signifies are expressed when the word is spoken.57 
 
Again, was it not the case that the intelligible species functions as “that by which” 
we understand something? In which case, how does the word of the heart do this 
too? The idea seems to be that the word of the heart is a sort of (silent) 
vocalisation. It is what is created when we consciously consider something. When 
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I perceive X, the intelligible species of X that my intellect creates allows me to 
understand X; but as soon as this happens, a word of the heart of X is created by 
my conscious reflection upon it. If I continue to think about X, it is done through 
this word of the heart, which signifies the thing just as a spoken word does. In 
other words, it acts much like a concept. It is what I understand X to be. Indeed, 
Aquinas talks about it as representing X.58 And the implication is that we cannot 
think of something without forming a word of the heart, just as we cannot talk of 




For Aquinas, sense perception works in a similar way to understanding. Just as 
understanding is a matter of an intelligible species being abstracted by the active 
intellect and impressed upon the passive intellect, so too sense perception is a 
matter of a sensible species being impressed upon a sense organ and thereby 
conveyed to the mind. 
 
A sensible species is the occurrence, in the sense organ, of the form of the thing 
sensed. As we have already seen, Aquinas thinks that if a mind understands an 
object there must be some kind of similarity between the two. The same thing 
applies to sensation: the sense organ takes on the same form as the thing it 
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senses.59 But the sense organ does not take on the form “naturally”, which would 
involve actually becoming the object. Instead, it takes it on “spiritually”: 
 
Now, immutation is of two kinds, one natural, the other spiritual. Natural immutation takes place 
by the form of the immuter being received according to its natural existence, into the thing 
immuted, as heat is received into the thing heated. Whereas spiritual immutation takes place by the 
form of the immuter being received, according to a spiritual mode of existence, into the thing 
immuted, as the form of color is received into the pupil which does not thereby become colored. 
Now, for the operation of the senses, a spiritual immutation is required, whereby an intention of 
the sensible form is effected in the sensile organ. Otherwise, if a natural immutation alone sufficed 
for the sense’s action, all natural bodies would feel when they undergo alteration.60 
 
Aquinas does not really explain what this means, except to say that it is a way of 
taking on a form “spiritually” (or “intentionally”) rather than “materially” and 
which does not involve becoming the thing whose form is taken on. Thus, the 
sense organ takes on the form of stoniness “spiritually”, but because it does not 
take it on “naturally”, it does not actually become a stone. 
 
We have seen that Aquinas thinks of the “word of the heart” as, in some sense, an 
object of thought.61 Is the same thing true of the sensible species? Most 
commentators have rejected this view: for them, Aquinas believes that the species 
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is that by which the external object is thought of; it is not thought of itself.62 This 
interpretation is supported by passages such as the following: 
 
...that the intention aforesaid is not within us the thing understood is clear from this: It is one thing 
to understand a thing, and another to understand the intention itself, yet the intellect does so when 
it reflects on its own work...63 
 
However, Pasnau argues that this interpretation is wrong, and in fact Aquinas is a 
representationalist.64 He points out that, in passages such as the following, 
Aquinas seems to characterise normal perception as involving the direct 
perception of the sensible species itself: 
 
As regards the apprehension of the senses, it must be noted that there is one type of apprehensive 
power, for example, a proper sense, which apprehends a sensible species in the presence of a 
sensible thing; but there is also a second type, the imagination, for example, which apprehends a 
sensible species when the thing is absent. 65 
 
Nevertheless, this depends upon the assumption that “apprehension” must mean 
direct perception of a kind which precludes direct perception of the external 
object itself. And there seems little basis in the passage for such an assumption. 
 
The theory 
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Aquinas’ theory of sense perception is closely linked to his theory of intellection 
in two ways: first, they are structurally similar, both involving species; and 
second, intellection requires sense perception for its raw materials.66 In fact, 
Aquinas suggests that there is no clear distinction between intelligible and 
sensible species. They are the same sort of thing, but the more “immaterial” the 
reception of the species, the more like intellection the process is. At the opposite 
end of the scale, there is purely “material” reception of a species, which simply 
means being that thing. Perception lies somewhere in the middle, because it is 
more immaterial than just being the thing, but it is less immaterial than knowing 
it. And different methods of perception lie at slightly different points on the scale, 
with vision, for example, being more immaterial than others and therefore closer 
to intellection: 
 
We must conclude, therefore, that material things known must needs exist in the knower, not 
materially, but immaterially. The reason of this is, because the act of knowledge extends to things 
outside the knower: for we know things even that are external to us. Now by matter the form of a 
thing is determined to some one thing. Wherefore it is clear that knowledge is in inverse ratio of 
materiality. And consequently things that are not receptive of forms save materially, have no 
power of knowledge whatever – such as plants, as the Philosopher says (De Anima ii, 12). But the 
more immaterially a thing receives the form of the thing known, the more perfect is its knowledge. 
Therefore the intellect which abstracts the species not only from matter, but also from the 
individuating conditions of matter, has more perfect knowledge than the senses, which receive the 
form of the thing known, without matter indeed, but subject to material conditions. Moreover, 
                                                 
66
 Summa Theologiae I 84 6 FEDP IV 173-76 
  46   
among the senses, sight has the most perfect knowledge, because it is the least material, as we 
have remarked above: while among intellects the more perfect is the more immaterial.67 
 
In fact, Aquinas goes so far as to suggest that the passive intellect is basically an 
indeterminate sense organ. This is because, as we have seen, for a sense organ to 
sense something is a matter of its taking on the form of the thing sensed.68 But 
each sense organ can take on the forms of only certain things, in certain ways. 
The passive intellect, by contrast, can take on the forms of anything that is 
sensed.69 Aquinas does not present a theory of perception and also a theory of 
understanding: he presents a theory of both, that explains, first, how perception 
works, and second, how understanding comes about as a result of perception. 
 
So the theory, in outline, runs like this. The sense organ, having encountered the 
object, takes on its form in a “spiritual” way. This is then presented to the active 
intellect as a “phantasm”, the immediate perceptual experience. The active 
intellect abstracts from this an intelligible species which it then impresses upon 
the passive intellect. The passive intellect thus takes on the form of the object in a 
“spiritual” way, just as the sense organ did, though it does so more “spiritually”. 
Finally, as the mind consciously reflects upon what it has just understood, it 
creates a “word of the heart”, a conception of what the object actually is. 
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Clearly, much of the plausibility of this account depends upon the plausibility of 
something taking on a form or species “spiritually”. Does this have any positive 
meaning? Or does it have only the negative meaning that to take on a form 
“spiritually” just means to take it on in a non-natural way, that is, without 
becoming the thing in question? Aquinas seems to think that it requires no further 
explanation. Indeed, Burnyeat argues that, for an Aristotelian such as Aquinas, the 
view that a perceiver simply has the power of perception (and thus the ability to 
take on a form spiritually) is a satisfactory answer which requires no further 
explanation.70 It is a faculty, or ability, which is explained simply by the fact that 
it is part of its own form: thus, to have the form of a perceiver is, in part, to have 
the faculty of taking on forms spiritually. 
 
However, one possible way of fleshing this out, which is available to Aquinas, is 
to appeal to the reality of relations. To do something “intentionally” is to do 
something in an intrinsically relational way, because to “intend”, in this sense, is 
to bear a relation to something. As we saw, Aquinas believes that relations of 
knowledge or perception are indeed real, at least in the knower or perceiver.71 So 
he could claim that the intellect takes on the form of the thing known 
“intentionally” and add that this is a relational attribute, not reducible to monadic 
predicates, and therefore not further analysable. That would be a rather 
uninformative theory, but it would not be an inconsistent one. It is worth noting 
that, for this to work, Aquinas would need to make it clear that a relational 
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attribute of intentionality is not a kind of relational attribute of similarity, since he 
thinks the latter is purely mental. But he would not be committed to such a view 
anyway. 
 
Aquinas does not take this course, but I think that this consideration means that 
his theory is stronger than it might at first appear. He has, at least, the tools at his 
disposal to strengthen it. And, equally important, these tools are retained by his 
successors who discard other elements of his theory. 
 
Effectively, Aquinas’ theory explains how two relations in particular come to hold 
between thought and object: resemblance and causation. Resemblance is 
intrinsically part of the “species” theory, since if two things share a species they 
resemble each other. As we have seen, Aquinas shares Plato’s belief that 
resemblance is essential to both perception and understanding;72 his theory is 
intended to show how that resemblance is possible, and how it comes about, even 
when the intellect does not have direct access to the Forms, and without the mind 
or the sense organs having literally to become the thing understood or sensed. But 
causation is also important. If the sense organ takes on the form of the thing 
sensed, the efficient cause is the thing sensed. And that is the material cause of the 
active intellect creating the intelligible species. The object is thus a part cause of 
the existence and nature of the species which informs the intellect: 
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...since the phantasms cannot of themselves affect the passive intellect, and require to be made 
actually intelligible by the active intellect, it cannot be said that sensible knowledge is the total and 
perfect cause of intellectual knowledge, but rather that it is in a way the material cause.73 
 
So to have a thought “of” an object is, in part, to have a thought that is, in part, 
caused by that object. 
 
Henry of Ghent 
 
Over the past few decades, Henry of Ghent’s epistemology and noetics have been 
among the most studied aspects of his thought. This is partly because his texts on 
these subjects are possibly his most complex and hard to interpret. Since the work 
of Theophiel Nys in the 1940s, scholars have recognised that Henry changed his 
mind on these subjects as his career progressed, though they have not necessarily 
agreed on how and why he changed his mind, and in what ways.74 Rather than 
plunge into these murky waters here, I want to sketch the broad outlines of 
Henry’s epistemological views, relating them to the themes we have seen in 
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For Henry of Ghent, it is the reality of the relations within the Trinity that 
guarantees the reality of the Persons that they distinguish.75 And although Henry 
insists, like Aquinas, that any terms which are applied to both creatures and God 
are normally applied only by analogy, he makes an exception for “substance” and 
“relation”, which can be applied univocally to all.76 So relation in God is precisely 
what it is in creatures. 
 
On the general nature of relations, then, Henry is in broad agreement with 
Aquinas. Relations are to be conceived as properties in substances “pointing to” 
other substances. They may be real in one or both of the relata, or they may be 
purely rational beings, which is simply another way of saying that they are not 
“beings” at all. Relations conceived as existing “between” the relata, with one 
foot in each, are also purely rational beings: 
 
...relation is considered in one way as a kind of interval and a certain medium; in another way it is 
considered as founded in its [two] termini... In the first way it is only in the intellect, as a universal 
abstracted from a particular. In the second way it is in the relata outside the mind.77 
 
But Henry is more of a realist then Aquinas. Where Aquinas was prepared to 
agree with Aristotle that although relations are real their reality is of the weakest 
kind, Henry is not. He accepts that substances seem to acquire and lose relations 
easily, even when their other qualities do not change – such as Peter acquiring the 
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relation of being shorter than Paul when all that has happened is that Paul has 
grown – but he denies that this represents an intrinsic weakness on the part of 
relations. It is simply a function of the res, or the thing, in which the relation 
inheres. Considered in itself, the property of being shorter than Paul is no less real 
than the property of being a certain height.78 
 
Henry also has an important argument against the notion that the possession of a 
relational property entails a dependence upon something else, and therefore a sort 
of weakness. 79 The claim is that if X has a relational property R towards Y, then 
X needs Y in order to retain R. Thus God cannot have real relational properties 
towards other things, because he is supposed to be self-sufficient. Henry’s 
response is that to be related to something does not entail being dependent upon 
it. The imaginary opponent who presents the argument has confused the 
dependency – which is a characteristic of X – with the relation which is founded 
upon that dependency. The relation itself does not confer dependency upon the 
substance; it arises from a dependency which the substance already has. But does 
this not still mean that X cannot have a relation R to Y without being dependent 
upon it? After all, if a relation is based upon a dependency, then to have a relation 
still entails that you are dependent. But Henry answers that the distinction 
between relation and dependency allows us to see that the dependency can go the 
other way as well. That is, if X bears relation R to Y, it may be because X is 
dependent upon Y, but it may equally be because Y is dependent upon X. So God 
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can have real relations towards his creatures, reflecting their dependence upon 
him, not vice versa. Henry’s argument seems to rely upon confusing logical 
dependency with causal dependency; it may be true that God is not causally 
dependent upon his creatures, but it is hard to see how this answers the charge that 
he is still logically dependent upon anything with which he has a relation.80 It 
could be the case that X is logically dependent upon Y in virtue of the fact that Y 
is causally dependent upon X. 
 
Henry sees relational properties in far more places than Aquinas does. In fact, for 
Henry, most properties are relational, even if they may not seem like it.81 The 
only exceptions, for Henry, are quantity and quality, which are absolute. Any 
other accidents which a substance may have are simply relational modifications of 
those absolute accidents. This claim is linked to Henry’s metaphysics of res and 
ratio. The former is the thing itself, the latter its way of being. Everything is a 
thing existing in a certain way of being. And ratio itself can be divided into three 
major categories: substantial being, absolute accidental being, and relative 
accidental being. That is, a res can be thought of as existing in the way it is in 
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itself, in the accidents it has, and the relations it has with other things. These three 
aspects to its ratio are irreducible to each other. That means that relations are not 
really properties at all – they are more fundamental than that.  
 
...relation is not a thing, neither a substance nor an accident, nor is it real. Rather it is a pure mode 
[of existing] having reference to another (unless... one calls a “thing” a mode of a thing, or one 
calls a mode “real” because it follows upon a thing).82 
 
The idea is that we should not think of a relation as a sort of additional “thing” 
which is bolted onto a substance. In that sense, relations are not real at all; there is 
nothing in reality which you can point to and identify as “a relation”, because a 
relation and the substance in which it inheres are exactly the same thing, although 
one may be able to conceive of them as different things. Rather, we should think 
of every substance as existing in a relational way.83 As Henry puts it: 
 
...the same thing, absolutely considered, is something in itself absolutely, and under a certain 
comparison it has the mode of respect to another, and it is one thing indifferently as foundation 
toward both modes, namely of substance and relation.84 
 
This applies, in particular, to God. Henry characterises the divine substance as a 
combination of essence and relation: 
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And thus we say that the divine suppositum is constituted of essence and relation, or it is better to 
say, in order to avoid the suspicion of composition, essence and relation  or essence with 
reciprocal relation constitute the divine suppositum.85 
 
So God is fundamentally relational, both within himself as a Trinity, and in his 
relations with creatures. And his creatures are also fundamentally relational. After 
all, to be a creature at all is to exist in a certain relationship to a creator. Henry 





Henry rejects Aquinas’ distinction between essence and existence and instead 
proposes one between two kinds of being: essential being and existential being. 
Something that possesses essential being reflects an idea in God’s mind: it is 
related to God as the object of thought is related to a thinker. Thus, something 
lacking essential being is not only non-existent but impossible. But to have 
essential being is to exist in a sort of way – it is to exist in God’s mind. This is 
precisely the same thing as to have an essence. Thus, the relation of knowledge 
that holds between God and the object of knowledge is a relation that is real in 
both of the relata – even where the known thing does not really exist. In such 
cases, the known thing (and, presumably, its relational property of being known 
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by God) has essential existence. Henry notes that although such existence is not 
real existence, something that possesses it can be defined. The possession of an 
essence is thus closely linked to definability. 
 
...the divine being is in itself a certain participatory essence, which is absolutely not a being of 
existence, but a quidditive one, which indicates a definition.87 
 
If something also has existential being, this means that it is related to God as 
effect to cause. In other words, it exists in reality as well. 
 
Where Aquinas identifies all of the divine ideas as simply the divine essence as it 
relates to different creatures, Henry makes no such identification. For Henry, the 
ideas are those relations themselves. 
 
...these relations in God are a certain looking back, so that the form of the relative exemplar is 
turned towards the essences of external things, just as relative exemplars are turned towards God, 
in whom they are something through his essence; that is what the exemplars are.88 
 
So Henry agrees with Aquinas that the divine ideas are necessary to explain what 
things are; he goes beyond Aquinas, however, in also insisting that the divine 
ideas explain whether things are. The way in which something is related to God 
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determines what sort of reality it possesses, and that relation determines the kind 
of idea God has of it. Henry devotes considerable time to arguing for the necessity 
of positing ideas in God, not simply in order for God to know anything, but in 
order to explain both how created things gain their natures and how they exist at 
all: 
 
It follows that to posit that this God does not have being and ideas is to posit that he can produce 
nothing outside his understanding, and that is not a divine being.89 
 
This is the case because the divine idea of X is identical with the essence of X. 
And, for Henry, the essence of X contains the mode of X’s existence, because 
existence is not distinct from essence. God’s ideas therefore fully determine what 
their objects are and whether they exist, and they also fulfil the other major role 
which they do for Aquinas as well: they explain how God knows creatures.90 
 
In his discussion of God’s unity in Summa a. 28, Henry considers various ways in 
which God might be composed of other things: matter and form; act and potency; 
nature and suppositum; and so on. Perhaps curiously, he does not consider 
whether God’s various ideas represent composition in him. Neither does he 
consider God’s ideas as potential threats to the divine simplicity in Summa a. 25, 
where he argues that God is one in a straightforward way, on the basis that 
everything that exists is one. Henry’s failure to consider the divine ideas in this 
context seems strange, given that Thomas Aquinas had been so keen to point out 
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not only that God has many ideas but also that this does not compromise his 
perfect simplicity. For Henry, it seems that the problem does not even arise in the 
first place. In his view, the divine ideas just are God’s relations to creatures; they 





The role of God’s ideas in Henry’s account of essence and existence also reflects 
their role in his epistemology. Henry was one of the Parisian masters who drew 
up the list of 219 “Aristotelian” propositions which Stephen Tempier, bishop of 
Paris, condemned in 1277. In his works, Henry attacks what he regards as 
dangerous Aristotelian doctrines, such as the possible disunity of God, and the 
downplaying of the role of God in epistemology. However, this does not mean 
simply turning back the clock to the early thirteenth century and resurrecting the 
“Augustinian” theory of illumination – even assuming that such a clear-cut theory 
ever existed. Rather, it means taking the broad outlines of the “abstraction” theory 
associated with Aquinas, and modifying it in a more Augustinian direction. Henry 
believes that a more direct role is needed for God in human knowledge, because 
without God, there can be no certainty. 
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Henry agrees with Aquinas that all knowledge must ultimately come from the 
senses.91 He also shares Aquinas’ belief in sensible species as an explanation for 
perception: if I see X then the species of X is in my eye. And like Aquinas, he 
thinks that the intellect abstracts a universal from this. Unlike Aquinas, he does 
not believe in an agent intellect as a faculty in addition to the passive intellect; for 
him, the active and passive roles are simply different powers of the one faculty. 
But the process is not dissimilar. 
 
Through its own powers, however, the mind can create only “similitudes”. These 
are not exactly analogous to Aquinas’ species: they are not forms which the mind 
takes on but accidents of the mind: 
 
That similitude, however, in the intelligence differs from that which is outside it, since it is an 
accident in a created intelligence. Whence there are these diverse things which have diverse truths, 
and the truth in the small mind is turned to the truth which is in the external thing, so in this way it 
is a small turning-back to that thing which is outside, and it is a truth which is a sign turned to the 
true thing.92 
 
Henry’s account of the similitude is meant to emphasise its inadequacy as an 
explanation of how knowledge works. Effectively, similarity between knower and 
known is not enough for knowledge to occur. This is primarily because you could 
never know how exact the similarity is, or indeed be certain that there is any 
similarity at all. In Henry’s eyes, Aquinas’ theory is deficient because it does not 
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explain knowledge: how could a Thomist mind be certain that the intelligible 
species it is impressing upon itself is that of its object? How, indeed, can it be 
certain that the phantasm from which that species is abstracted is itself a reliable 
representation of the object? Henry is in effect raising the problem of scepticism 
in response to Aquinas’ account, though he does it within the scholastic tradition 
and using scholastic terminology. And his answer is not to reject Aquinas’ 
account altogether but to bring God into it. Now as we have seen, God is 
important to Aquinas’ theory. For him, the intelligible species, although 
abstracted from phantasms, are ultimately derived from the divine ideas.93 Henry, 
however, thinks that a more direct role is required for God. 
 
But Henry does agree with Aquinas that similarity is the key to knowledge. He 
argues that the similitude which is in the mind is similar not only to the object but 
to the exemplar in God’s mind – which is itself similar to the object. But where 
Aquinas thinks that the similarity is passed from the archetype to the object to the 
intelligible species, so that the species gets it from the archetype only at second-
hand, Henry thinks that the similarity is passed from the archetype directly to the 
object and to the species in parallel. All three thus have relations of similarity to 
each other, but the divine exemplar is the original; the other two are similar 
primarily to it, and their similarity to each other is a function of this prime 
similarity to the exemplar, the “esse primum”. 
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This means that we cannot know the object without the exemplar’s being 
involved. Henry is clear that we do not know the exemplar itself; as an uncreated 
idea of God, it is beyond creaturely knowledge. It is not the object of knowledge. 
But it is through the exemplar that its object is known. Or, rather, when the 
intellect abstracts a form from the perceived object, what it abstracts is the 
exemplar. 
 
For instance, the truth of the creature consists in conformity and a certain equality to the level of 
perfection and its nature in the perfection which corresponds to it in the divine essence, just as in 
its first exemplar. It is just as the truth of the image in the mirror consists in a certain conformity to 
its prototype.94 
 
Moreover, for this to occur, there must be some kind of divine activity. This is not 
the general illumination which God gives to all intelligent creatures as one of their 
abilities, as Aquinas conceived the agent intellect; neither is it “special” divine 
illumination such as that enjoyed by the prophets. Henry seems to be thinking of 
an ordinary and habitual action of God upon all intelligent beings whenever they 
conceive of things.95 This dual role of God, as active illuminator and source of the 
exemplars, ensures that what is known is truth – which in turn ensures that it is 
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In a context of exemplar causality, what the Solemn Doctor is telling us is that the created 
examplar, which is the universal intelligible species present as an intentio to the mind in virtue of 
its being abstracted from the phantasm in the imagination, is necessary but insufficient in itself for 
a knowledge of the VERITAS... In the tradition of Augustine and Anselm, therefore, we must 
maintain that no knowledge of the VERITAS is possible without recourse to the eternal and 
uncreated examplar which is the cause of the thing... Henry is unequivocal on this point we cannot 
know the VERITAS without knowing the PRIMA VERITAS.97 
 
So Henry’s aim is really not to replace Aquinas’ theory with that of Augustine, 
but to correct it, using the insights that he takes from Augustine. There is still a 
place for abstraction, but it is insufficient for knowledge. Only if the divine ideas 
are involved directly in cognition – not as objects of knowledge, but as means by 
which their objects are known – can there be real knowledge. 
 
Henry and Thomas 
 
On many key points, Henry’s views differ from those of Aquinas. Where Aquinas 
makes so much of the distinction between existence and essence, Henry denies 
that any such distinction exists. Where Aquinas distinguishes between the agent 
intellect and the passive intellect, and believes that knowledge consists of the 
former abstracting species from phantasms, Henry denies that two such faculties 
exist, and appeals to direct divine action upon the intellect to explain knowledge. 
Yet from this short survey of Henry’s views, we can see important structural 
similarities in their theories. They agree that the divine ideas exist and act as both 
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the formal cause of all creatures and the means by which God understands them. 
They agree that what the intellect abstracts from the objects of sense is a universal 
corresponding to the divine idea which originally informed that object. And they 
agree that much of this can be understood only relationally. In particular, God’s 
ideas are intrinsically relational in nature. So although Henry’s theories differ 
from those of Aquinas – and even represent an attack on his illustrious 
predecessor at a number of points – Henry is always operating within the same 
basic thought world, one based on Augustine but tempered by Aristotle. 
 
John Duns Scotus 
 
Scotus is not only the last major philosopher to accept largely uncritically the 
basic structure of the metaphysical “package” that we are looking at in this 
chapter, but also a particularly important influence upon Leibniz, as has been 
noted in a number of contexts.98 As a penetrating critic of both Aquinas and 
Henry – among others – his version of that “package” differs from theirs in 
important respects, but it still maintains the same structure of divine ideas acting 
as archetypes of objects, the mind taking on the form of those objects, and these 
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Like Henry of Ghent, Scotus recognises that the orthodox doctrine of the Trinity 
demands some kind of realist understanding of relations.99 He argues for this 
position on the basis that, if the divine Persons are genuinely distinguished only 
by their relations, then these relations must form part of the divine essence: 
 
When components that are somehow distinct make up a third, they do so only insofar as they are 
interrelated and united in some way... Now all agree a [divine] person is constituted by the essence 
and a relation, whatever their function as principles may be. Therefore, they do so to the extent 
they come together or concur, which could only happen if the relation is in the essence. From this 
I gather than the two constitute a person only insofar as the relation is in the essence. But for a 
relation to be in the essence is for it to be related to the essence independently of the mind’s 
consideration in the truest sense of the word.100 
 
But he also has non-theological arguments for the same position. For example, 
causation requires spatial proximity between the causing thing and the affected 
thing; but spatial proximity is a relation. If its presence is required for causation to 
occur, then it must be real.101 Again, a compound is made up of a number of parts 
in a certain relation; if their relations are not real then there would be no 
difference between such a compound and a situation where its parts are 
scattered.102 Indeed, most of Scotus’ arguments here are traditional, drawn in 
particular from Simplicius (as he acknowledges in the machine-gun-rapid 
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summary he gives of them in Quaestiones super libros Metaphysicorum 
Aristotelis V 11). 
 
Scotus agrees with Aquinas and Henry of Ghent that a relational property is a real 
property inhering in one substance and pointing to another. He carefully 
distinguishes these, which possess extra-mental reality, from “relations” 
conceived as things common to both relata, which are just abstractions, 
approvingly quoting Henry’s passage on the same subject.103 But he goes further. 
He argues at some length that, contrary to Henry’s opinion, relations are “things” 
(or res)104. That is, if Socrates has the relational property of being taller than 
Plato, then this relational property is a “thing” not only from Plato’s point of view 
(because it is a property inhering in another substance, and therefore obviously 
distinct from Plato) but also from Socrates’ point of view (it is a property which is 
formally distinct from his essence).105 
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Like his predecessors, Scotus recognises that not all relations have extra-mental 
reality.106 But his conditions for reality are fairly loose. He writes: 
 
...according to the common opinion, a real relation requires only these three conditions: (1) that 
the foundation be real, viz., something extramental in a thing; (2) that the terms be real and really 
distinct; (3) that the relation inhere in things extramentally, i.e., independently of any intellectual 
consideration or the operation of an extrinsic power...107 
 
Moreover, Scotus is not happy about the notion of relative properties existing in 
only one of the relata: 
 
Never is there is [sic] a real relation in one extreme and a conceptual relation in the other, because 
it is impossible that a real thing and a conceptual being be simultaneous by nature, for then the real 
thing would depend upon the intellect, because it depends upon its correlative.108 
 
Scotus deals with the objection that creatures’ relations to God seem to be a 
counter-example to this by arguing that although the creatures’ relational 
properties are real and God’s are only conceptual, the latter exist (even though 
only conceptually) through God’s intellect and are therefore eternal.  
 
Furthermore, relations do not have to inhere in substances. They can inhere in 
accidents. For example, if substance A has property X, then A also has a 
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relational property – the property of having X inhere in it – and property X has a 
relational property, namely the property of inhering in A.109 Scotus assumes this 
when he uses transubstantiation to argue that relations are not identical with their 
foundations: the properties of the bread begin by inhering in the bread, but later 
inhere in Christ’s body instead; but if the relation of inherence were not distinct 
(in some sense) from these properties then there would be no difference between 
these two states.110 
 
Indeed, that theological argument is only one of a number that Scotus offers to 
support his claim that relations are not simply real, but are (in his terminology) 
really distinct from their “foundations”, that is, the monadic predicates on which 
they are based.111 For example, if Socrates and Plato are both white, then Socrates 
has the relational property of being similar to Plato (in virtue of his whiteness), 
and this is a distinct property from his whiteness. This, too, is something that 
Aquinas and Henry were not willing to admit. But Scotus points out that if Plato 
ceases to exist or changes colour, then Socrates loses the relational property of 
being similar to Plato (in that respect), but he retains his whiteness. That suggests 
that they are different properties, even though one is founded upon the other, 
because two things that can be separated in such a way are not identical.112 In 
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Scotus’ terminology, the foundation and the relation are really distinct, because 
they are separable: the former can exist without the latter. The reverse does not 
hold (the relation cannot exist without the foundation), but the separability need 
go only one way for there to be a real, and not merely formal, distinction. 
 
Another reason which Scotus produces is that the same foundations can support 
different relations: for example, if Socrates is similar to Plato in virtue of his 
whiteness, then he is also dissimilar to a black thing in virtue of the same 
property.113 If this is so, then a relational property is determined not only by the 
foundations in the substance but by external considerations as well: Socrates is 
similar to Plato partly because Socrates is white but also, partly, because Plato is 
white. However, Scotus notes that although some characteristics of a relational 
property are externally determined in this way, its reality and its distinction from 
other relational properties inhering in the same substance are not. These 
characteristics are determined entirely by its foundation. In other words, the 
relational property is as real and as distinct as its foundation. 
 
...the relation’s reality and its distinction from the other relations stem from the same source, 
whatever one understands this to be... of itself it is formally a thing, and of itself it is formally 
distinct from its opposite. But fundamentally and radically the relation gets both these 
characteristics from its foundation.114 
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Scotus holds, however, that for some kinds of relational property, a single 
foundation cannot support more than one relation. This holds for relations of 
dependence. That is, suppose that object A has property X, and object B has 
property Y, and in virtue of these, A has the relational property R, which is a 
property of depending upon B. Scotus thinks that, in such a case, there can be 
only one such relation R. If there are other relations of dependence between A and 
B, they must be founded upon properties other than X and Y. His reasoning is that 
if A is fully dependent upon B in virtue of R, then there cannot be some other 
relation in virtue of which it is also fully dependent. This is the basis of his 
argument that the relations of creation and conservation between God and 
creatures are actually exactly the same thing: 
 
For something that is the same both conceptually and in reality there is but one essential 
dependence of the same type upon something conceptually and really the same. But the existence 
of a permanent or enduring creature is absolutely the same in creation and conservation, and the 
supporting term, namely, the divine volition, is absolutely identical both conceptually and in 
reality; and the relationship not only to the creator but also to the conserver is the same sort of 
essential dependence. Therefore [there is but one relation of the creature to God as creator and 
conserver].115 
 
However, what we have seen here does not apply to quite all relations. Scotus 
distinguishes between two major categories of relations: “categorical” relations 
and “transcendental” ones. Categorical relations are the kinds familiar from 
Aristotle’s Categories. Transcendental relations are so-called because they 
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transcend those categories: they are fundamental to creaturely existence. The 
prime example of a transcendental relation is the relation of dependence that a 
creature has towards God. In contrast to other relations, which as we have seen 
are really distinct from their foundations, transcendental relations are really 
identical with (though formally distinct from) their foundations, because it is 
essential to creatures to exist in such a relation of dependence – indeed, to be a 
creature is to be fundamentally relational: 
 
...there is some relation in every creature which is immediately based on the essence of the 
creature itself, from the very fact that the creature exists. But the essence of a creature is 
“produced” prior by nature to any of its accidents. Then all things said of it are essentially and 
formally relative.116 
 
The separability criterion for “real distinction” is thus not met here: it is 
impossible for a creature to exist without having the relation of dependence upon 
God. This relation is therefore not really distinct from the creature’s existence; it 
is only formally distinct from it. 
 
The divine ideas 
 
Where Aquinas and Henry of Ghent believe that God’s knowledge of creatures is, 
in some way, knowledge of his own essence and its relational properties, Scotus 
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denies this. He believes instead that the divine ideas are (formally) distinct from 
the divine essence,117 and that God produces them himself. 
 
God in the first instance understands his essence as merely absolute. In the second instant he 
produces [for example] a stone in esse intelligibile and understands the stone, such that there is a 
relation in the understood stone to the divine intellection, but no [relation] in the divine 
intellection to the stone. Rather, the divine intellection is the end term of the relation of the stone, 
as understood, to [the divine intellection]. In the third instant, perhaps, the divine intellect can 
compare its intellection to any intelligible to which we can relate [an intellection], and then, by 
comparing itself to the understood stone, can cause in itself a relation of reason. And in the fourth 
instant it can reflect on the relation caused in the third instant, and then that relation of reason will 
be known.118 
 
Here, then, we see something of a reversal of Henry of Ghent’s position. As we 
have seen, Henry thinks that God knows objects because of his own relations with 
them.119 He knows, for example, that his essence is related in a certain way to a 
particular stone, and that is what his knowledge of the stone is. Scotus retains the 
importance of relations in God’s knowledge of objects, but he denies that the 
relations exist in God – on the contrary, they exist only in the ideas. Or, more 
accurately, the relations are only conceptual in God (which still makes them real, 
as we saw above, but in a different way)120. For God to know a stone is for him to 
possess an idea of the stone (in fact, Scotus dislikes the term “idea” as smacking 
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too much of pagan philosophy, and prefers to speak of an esse intelligibile or 
intelligible being121). And for him to possess that idea is for the idea to have a 
relational property directed towards God – but not for God to have one directed 
towards the idea. Scotus notes that God may then go on to consider the way in 
which he knows the idea, in which case he will acquire a relational property 
towards it, and he can even go on to consider that property itself, but these are 
acts of second-order cognition and not required for God to know the object in the 
first place. 
 
Scotus is also at pains to distinguish between God’s ideas and the essences of the 
objects of those ideas. If God’s knowledge of created things before creating them 
were nothing but acquaintance with their eternal essences, then he would not 
really create them at all but simply shift their essences from being unexemplified 
to being exemplified.122 In other words, if God is not the author of his ideas of 
objects, then he is not really the author of anything. 
 
In all cases of divine cognition, the object is the esse intelligibile itself. This 
applies whether God is thinking of something existent or non-existent. It seems, 
then, that we have a sort of representation theory for God’s knowledge of 
creatures: he knows his ideas directly, and they “stand in” for the objects 
themselves. But in fact things are more complex than this. First, Scotus notes that 
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there can be no veil of deception for God, who produces his own ideas after the 
pattern of his own intellect, in which there is nothing false: 
 
All things actually intelligible by the divine intellect have esse intelligibile, and all truths about 
them shine out in them, such that the intellect understands them, and understands in virtue of them 
all necessary truths about them, since it sees in them, as in an object, those necessary truths. In so 
far as they are secondary objects of the divine intellect, they are truths, because in conformity with 
their exemplar, namely the divine intellect.123 
 
More fundamentally, however, there is no real distinction between the idea in 
God’s mind and the really existing thing. As we can see in the passages above, 
Scotus thinks that the production of an idea in God’s mind is the work of God’s 
intellect, not his power. That is, it is an internal matter in his mind, which does not 
affect anything outside God, which is why it is a production and not a creation. If 
God’s idea is to be exemplified in the created order, God needs to perform a 
further act of creation. However, the thing thus created is, in Scotus’ terminology, 
not really distinct from the idea, although it is formally distinct. It is simply an 
exemplification of that idea. Conversely, when God considers his idea of a really 
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On epistemology, Scotus is closer to Aquinas in most respects than to Henry of 
Ghent. The whole of Scotus’ Ordinatio I d 3 q 4 is an assault upon Henry’s appeal 
to divine illumination as something invariably required even in ordinary 
cognition. He claims that Henry’s arguments simply lead to scepticism, not to 
divine illumination: 
 
...if the species abstracted from the thing is a concurrent factor in all knowledge, and if we cannot 
judge when such a species represents itself as such and when it represents itself as an object, then 
it makes no difference what concurs with such a species. We shall never have a certain norm for 
distinguishing the true from what merely appears to be true. These arguments then seem to lead to 
the conclusion that all is uncertain, the opinion of the Academicians.125 
 
In other words, if Henry’s doubts about the ability of the unaided mind to achieve 
certainty are well founded, then even divine illumination will not allay those 
doubts. We would still be uncertain even then. Henry’s arguments prove too much 
– not simply that we cannot know anything without God’s direct help, but that we 
cannot know anything even with it. Scotus’ response is to target the 
“Academicians” whom he regards as Henry’s true masters, and produces an array 
of anti-sceptical arguments – although whether they really tackle Academic-style 
scepticism is perhaps open to debate. 
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Scotus accepts that God has a role to play in ordinary cognition, but he insists that 
it is not a direct role. Indeed, he argues that Henry’s position, if it is to make sense 
at all, must collapse into this view: 
 
...according to the one who holds this opinion, any agent using an instrument is incapable of 
performing an action which exceeds the action of the instrument. Therefore, since the power of the 
active intellect could not arrive at the knowledge of pure truth, the Eternal Light using the active 
intellect could not produce this knowledge or have anything to do with the act whereby pure truth 
is known and still have the active intellect function as an instrument. And if you say that the 
Uncreated Light causes this unadulterated truth together with the intellect and the object, this is the 
common opinion which assumes that the Uncreated Light acting as the remote cause produces all 
certain truth. Consequently, either this opinion [of Henry] is inconsistent or it is not at variance 
with the common view. 126 
 
Scotus does concede to God a direct role in intellection – but only in the grasping 
of necessary principles. He spends some time discussing the ways in which this 
occurs,127 but he is clear that this applies only to veritates infallibiles. When it 
comes to cognition of things, Scotus agrees with Aquinas that it is the task of the 
agent intellect – a purely natural human faculty – to abstract species from external 
objects. And like Aquinas, he recognises that the mere presence of the object to 
the mind is not enough for intellection, because if it were, the mere presence of 
heat in a stone would be enough for the stone to understand the heat. This is why 
he believes that intelligible species are essential to cognition, because only in this 
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way can the object be present qua object of intellection.128 He does, however, 
reject Aquinas’ distinction between the agent and the passive intellect, arguing 
instead that the same faculty performs both functions.129 He also agrees that the 
senses are essential to intellection, commenting that the soul can never think 
without a phantasm, ultimately derived from sensation.130 That is, it is not enough 
to have abstracted some species from a phantasm once; phantasms must continue 
to be present to the intellect, either directly from the senses or from the memory, 
for as long as it is thinking of their objects. 
 
Scotus seems to share Aquinas’ view that the intelligible species is the means 
whereby the mind knows the external object, and is not an object of thought itself. 
However, he does not conclude that the external object is the direct object of 
thought. What, then, is the direct object? Scotus identifies a third candidate, the 
rather mysterious “intentional object”. On his theory, then, when I perceive a 
stone, a number of complex things happen.131 First, a sensible species impresses 
itself upon my eyes, causing a phantasm to be conducted to my mind; my intellect 
then abstracts an intelligible species from that phantasm, and this species is the 
means by which I then go on to understand the stone itself. So far, the account is 
much like Aquinas’. But Scotus explains that, when I go on to think about the 
stone, I am thinking about neither the stone itself nor the intelligible species; I am 
thinking about an “intentional object”. I think about the stone itself only 
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indirectly, via this direct object.132 Thus, the intentional object works in the 
created mind much as the idea does in the divine mind – although the intentional 
object is really distinct from the external object in a way that does not seem to 
hold for the divine ideas. Scotus particularly attacks the views of Peter John Olivi, 
who had rejected the notion that external objects are not cognised directly and 
cricitised Aristotle for holding it.133 
 
Precisely what this “intentional object” really is, though, is hard to make out. 
Scotus assigns it a sort of “diminished existence”, which is not the same thing as 
“real existence”, but does not go into any more details.134 Perler notes that some 
of Scotus’ statements suggest that it is an object literally inside the intellect, an 
“idea” in the Lockean sense, while other texts suggest that it is more independent 
than that, something which different minds can access but which is restricted to 
none of them – an idea in God’s mind, in the Augustinian sense, perhaps.135 
Perler’s explanation is that Scotus is simply not interested in assessing the 
ontological status of intentional objects, because his aim is merely to explain that 
they are distinct from real, physical objects. We could add that the “intentional 
object” seems to share some of the functions of Aquinas’ “word of the heart”: it is 
the thing that we turn over in our minds when we think about something; but 
where Aquinas apparently conceives of the “word of the heart” as sharing with 
                                                 
132
 Ordinatio I 3 1 1-2 n 35 B III 23-24 
133
 See, in particular, Perler (2003) 43-75. 
134
 Ordinatio I d 36 q 1 n 47 B VI 289-90 
135
 Perler (2003) 117-18 
  77   
the external object the function of being the direct object of thought, Scotus thinks 
that the “intentional object” takes on the whole of that duty by itself. 
 
Perler also comments that, under the circumstances, the only way in which the 
intentional object can be described at all is relationally: 
 
...such an explanation obliges one to supply a relational account of the thing with intelligible 
existence: it has to be considered insofar (and only insofar) as it is related to the intellect.136 
 
Nevertheless, and fortunately, Scotus’ theory does not end there. The “intentional 
object” is not the only thing binding the intellect to its indirect object. Just as the 
“intentional object” itself can be characterised only in terms of the relations 
between it and the intellect, so too there are real relations existing between the 
direct object and the intellect. And for Scotus, the hyper-realist about relations, 
such bonds are strong. 
 
Relation in intellection 
 
Scotus’ Quodlibet XIII is devoted to the question whether intellection and 
appetition involve relations, and if so, how. His answer, briefly, is that they do. In 
the case of intellection, he points out that there are two kinds of knowledge: you 
can know something qua existent, and you can know it without any such 
reference to its existence: 
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There is some knowledge of the existent as such, such as that which grasps the object in its actual 
existence, e.g., the sight of color and in general of any sense perception involving the external 
senses. There is also knowledge of the object, but not as existing as such, either because the object 
does not exist or at least the knowledge is not of the object as actually existing. One can imagine 
color, for example, both when it exists and when it does not. A similar distinction can be shown to 
obtain in intellectual knowledge.137 
 
Scotus then observes that the first kind of knowledge – which he elsewhere dubs 
“intuitive cognition” – must involve a real relation: 
 
Given the distinction between the two acts of knowing, one could say that the first, viz., of the 
thing as existing, must include in itself a real and actual relation to the object itself. The reason is 
that there can be no knowledge of this sort unless the knower has to the object an actual 
relationship that is such that the relata actually exist and are really distinct and given the nature of 
the relata the relationship arises necessarily.138 
 
In fact it involves more than one relation. Scotus distinguishes between one 
relation, which he likens to that of the measured to the measure, and another, 
which he likens to union. The first relation is an unreal one, at least in the thing 
known – just as there is a genuine relational property in the seer, but not in the 
thing seen. The second relation is real in both relata, just as there is a genuine 
relational property in the causer and in the thing caused. 
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Things are different for the second kind of knowledge – elsewhere called 
abstractive cognition – since this kind of knowledge does not entail that the object 
actually exists. 
 
The second act of knowledge, viz., that which does not have to be of the existent qua existent, 
does not require an actual real relationship to the object, since this sort of relation requires real and 
actual terms. Still, this second act of knowledge can have a relationship to its object as something 
potentially real, where “real” would refer to the first relation mentioned in the preceding section, 
viz., that of the measurable or dependant, but would not refer to the second, viz., that of union or 
contact.139 
 
So in cases such as this, the first relation still holds, but the second does not. 
 
One of the major objections to any claim that intellection requires a real relation 
between the mind and the object is that it is possible to think about non-existent 
objects, but you cannot have a relation with a non-existent objects. As we see 
here, Scotus is happy to admit that intellection actually works differently in the 
cases of existent and non-existent objects. But he does this by distinguishing 
between two different kinds of intellection – one where the object is intellected as 
existing, and one where it is not (leaving open the question whether it does exist 
or not). Only the former involves a relation which is real on the part of both the 
mind and the object. 
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One objection to this is that one can conceive an object as existing, but be 
mistaken. If Scotus thinks that all such conceptions involve a relation which is 
real in both relata, then he would be committed to the claim that non-existent 
objects can have real relations. Scotus does not address this objection. One 
interesting response which is available to him might be to say that, in such a case, 
we can still talk of the object and its relational property as if they were real, even 
though they are not. He raises this possibility elsewhere, though in a different 
context: 
 
A relation, which would be actual so far as its foundation goes, but is only possible because of the 
term’s nonentity, is frequently asserted of the foundation or subject as though it were actually 
present, so to say. For example, the soul separated [from the body] admittedly is said to be not 
only potentially but also actually inclined towards the body, and still there is no actual inclination 
present because its term does not actually exist. But for all that, the soul is spoken of as being 
actually there because, so far as the soul is concerned, it would be there actually.140 
 
Alternatively, Scotus could reply to the objection by saying that a conception of a 
non-existent object as existing is not the same sort of conception as one of an 
existent object existing. That is, such a conception is intrinsically mistaken. The 
kind of conception “as” existing that he is thinking of is one where the mind 
really grasps the fact that the object exists. There may be cases where the mind 
thinks it has grasped such a fact, but it is wrong. In such cases, the mind may 
believe that a relation exists between itself and the object, a relation which is real 
in both terms, but it is wrong about that, too. Scotus is explicit that any case 
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where the object does not exist is a case where the only relation really involved is 
the weaker one, between measure and measured: 
 
When a term does not exist extramentally but has being only in the intellect, any relationship to it 
must be one of reason, i.e., conceptual, since a relation can have no truer being than does the term 
to which it relates. Now the object that is the term of abstractive knowledge needs only to be in the 
intellect. Therefore [any relationship to it can only be conceptual].141 
 
In cases such as this, then, the object of thought is actually the intelligible species 
itself – but such an object can support only conceptual relations, since it is only 
conceptual itself. There is thus a fundamental difference between thinking about 
an existent object and thinking about a non-existent one, because in the former 
case the object of thought is the external object itself, while in the latter case it is 
the intelligible species – even though there is an intelligible species involved in all 
cases. 
 
In fact, Scotus goes further. He tells us that intuitive cognition does not involve an 
intelligible species at all: 
 
...we may say that the two kinds of knowledge are distinct, and this, specifically, because the 
formal grounds that move the mind to each type of knowledge are not the same, since in the case 
of intuitive knowledge it is the thing in its own existence that is the per se motive factor 
objectively, whereas in the case of abstractive knowledge what moves the intellect per se is 
something in which the thing has “knowable being”, whether this be the cause that virtually 
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contains the thing as knowable or whether it be an effect such as the [intelligible] species or 
likeness that contains the thing of which it is the likeness representationally.142 
 
But he seems to equivocate over what situations he is thinking of here. If the 
passages we have already seen represent his views correctly, then Scotus believes 
that intuitive cognition is what happens when the intellect considers an object that 
is immediately present to it. So the paradigm case would be seeing something 
literally in front of us, and thinking about it.  
 
But at other times, Scotus suggests that intuitive cognition is extremely rare, and 
perhaps never really happens at all, at least in this life: 
 
In the intellect, intuitive cognition or vision, which is primarily knowledge, is not possible in this 
life, because no potency reserving the species or the formal principle of knowledge in the absence 
of the object, could know in this fashion. For such a potency has the same principle [of knowing] 
whether the thing is present or not present, and that knowledge [i.e., intuitive] is only of a thing 
present under the aspect of its being present.143 
 
Scotus’ point here is that cognition should work in the same way whether the 
object is present or not. But intuitive cognition requires the object to be present, 
which means that it works in a different way from cognition about absent objects. 
In his quaestiones on the Metaphysics, from which this passage is taken, then, 
Scotus seems to adopt a different line from the one he develops in the Quodlibetal 
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quaestiones, which were apparently written later. Even there, however, Scotus 
sometimes describes intuitive cognition as only “possible”.144 Nevertheless, he 
does also offer an argument which might serve as a reply to the objection raised in 
his earlier work. Dealing with the objection that intellection must always involve 
a relation that is real in both relata, he appeals to the fact that some relations 
which are real in only one relatum are commonly spoken of as if they were real in 
both. This, he argues, is one of those cases: 
 
One could say analogously here that since the relation of the operation to the object would always 
be actually there, so far as the operation is concerned, it is actually thought and spoken of as if the 
relationship were something actually inhering in it, and so the object is understood at the same 
time as the term of an actual dependence. 145 
 
Similarity in intellection  
 
So Scotus distinguishes between two relations that hold between the intellect and 
its object. One of these relations (which is real only in the intellect) always holds; 
the other (which is real in both) holds only when the object is conceived as 
existing. What, precisely, is this relation? Scotus has two main ways of 
characterising it – as union, and as similarity. He speaks of “union” because there 
is a sense in which the mind becomes united to its object: the relation between 
them is closer than one of mere dependence. But he also notes that it is not really 
a true union: 
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To speak more truly, then, one should say, it seems, that the object must be thought of 
simultaneously with the act as the term of an actual union rather than as the term of dependence or 
measurability. This union or attainment of the object, however, is a conceptual relation in an 
abstractive act of knowledge, but one usually thinks of this relationship of attainment as one of 
actual union, even though it is not the actuality of something real but the actuality of a conceptual 
relationship. Consequently the operation is usually signified as one of an actual relationship of this 
sort, and the object must be thought of at the same time as the term of this actual relationship.146 
 
Scotus thus suggests that similarity is a more accurate way of characterising this 
relation. And he notes that, while we often speak of “union” in this respect, we 
also often speak of “likeness”. For Scotus, “likeness” is found in the species, 
rather than in the mental act with which that species is involved. The act itself is 
not relative; this is what Scotus means when he argues that “there is some 
absolute entity involved in every operation including intellection”.147 But the act 
becomes relative – becomes “of” its object – in virtue of the species which 
enables it to occur, because that species itself intrinsically represents the object: 
 
The intelligible species... is commonly called a “likeness of the object,” not because it is a relation, 
which this name “likeness” essentially implies, but because by its nature it is a certain imitative 
and representative form of the object. Therefore, it is called this sort of likeness, viz., one of 
imitation. Even when it is designated by the term “species,” what is signified is not just its 
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absolute aspect, but the relationship under which it is commonly though of is included as well. 
Hence a “species” is said to be a “species of some object.”148 
 
The idea seems to be that the species is not itself a relation, but it is intrinsically 
relative. To be a species is to be a species of something. Scotus describes it as 
“imitative”. That is, the species does not simply happen to resemble the object. It 
resembles it because it takes its likeness from the object. 
 
One could say further in favor of our proposal that since something could participate in the 
perfection of another in many ways, so the act of knowing is also related to the object 
participatively in the way a likeness is to that of which it is the likeness. I am not referring here to 
the sort of likeness that involves a communication of the same form, as in the case of the likeness 
between two white objects, but rather the likeness peculiar to imitation which is the likeness of the 
ideate to the idea.149 
 
Here, then, we have an explicit statement that the relation between object and 
species is the same as that between divine idea or archetype and object. What the 
object gets from the divine archetype, it passes on to the intellect that considers it. 
In other words, the similarity that exists between object and thought is explicable 
in terms of causation: the object is the formal cause of the thought.  
 
Causation in intellection 
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The relation of causation is intimately connected to the relation of similarity. 
Indeed, it is because there is similarity between knower and known that we know 
that there is also causation between them: Scotus notes that if the object were not 
a partial cause of knowledge, then the act of intellect would not be a likeness of 
it.150 Thus, like Aquinas, he accepts Plato’s dictum that knowledge must 
necessarily involve some kind of similarity. It is because of this that he concludes 
there must also be some kind of causation.  
 
Scotus devotes his Quodlibet XV to an analysis of the degree to which the 
intellect and its object are active in bringing about intellection. In particular, he 
aims to attack the views of Peter John Olivi, who held that the intellect is the sole 
cause of intellection, and those of Godfrey of Fontaines, who held that the object 
is the sole cause.151 Against Olivi, Scotus stresses that the object of intellection 
must be at least a part cause of the act of intellection. If it were not, then it would 
not really be the object of that act.152 And against Godfrey, he argues that there 
must be an active principle in the intellect, or no intellection could occur. At the 
same time, there has to be an object for intellection to take place. Thus, there must 
be an active principle on the part of the intellect, together with something active 
on the part of the object.153 
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Scotus concludes that the “complete active principle” of intellection – or, as we 
might say, the necessary and sufficient condition – is both of them together. He 
comments: 
 
Therefore, I accept the authorities cited in favour of both sides [that is, in favour of either the 
intellect or the object as the active principle in intellection], whether they apply to the intellect or 
to the object. For it is indeed true that each plays somehow a partial but active role in intellection. 
Both are integrated, however, in such a way as to constitute one complete active principle.154 
 
Scotus notes, however, that they are different kinds of causes. If they were the 
same kind of cause, then the lack of one could be made up for by greater 
perfection in the other – but this cannot happen. If you do not have an object, then 




The three philosophers we have looked at in this chapter tell very different stories 
about cognition and intention, but they have a common theme. The divine ideas, 
through which God knows creatures and according to which he creates them, the 
role of the intellect in abstracting species from external objects, and the extra-
mental reality of relations all play key roles in their theories. 
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This, then, is how the metaphysical “package” functions. Any given object is 
what it is because it derives its nature from a divine idea. Thus, the divine idea is 
a part-cause of the object, and the object resembles it. Similarly, when the 
intellect considers that object, it takes on that object’s nature – either from the 
object, or direct from the divine idea which was its source. So the intellect, or 
some part of it, resembles the object and also the idea; and this is caused by the 
object (or by the idea, in the case of Henry of Ghent). At each step of the way, 
extra-mentally real relations are essential. The divine ideas themselves are 
conceived in an intrinsically relational way (though the different philosophers 
disagree about what this way is), and the creature’s relation of dependence upon 
God means that its nature must also be understood relationally. Where there is an 
intentional object in the intellect, that too may be understood primarily or even 
solely relationally. Where these philosophers seem to leave gaps in their accounts 
(notably, Aquinas’ failure to state precisely how “spiritual inherence” differs from 
“physical inherence”, and Scotus’ failure to specify the nature or even ontological 
status of the “intentional object”), they can easily be filled by appealing to the 
extra-mental reality of relations. In other words, the scholastic philosophers 
always have the option of saying that a mental object just is intentional; it just is 
“of” a particular thing, and this cannot be expressed in purely monadic terms, 
because it is a real relation which is not susceptible to such analysis. 
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3 – Leibniz and relations 
 
Leibniz’ explicit pronouncements about relations are few and far between, but 
they have been exhaustively analysed in the secondary literature. They have also 
been interpreted in very different ways. Russell believed that they showed that 
Leibniz was a non-realist about relations – that he thought that “relations and 
aggregates have only a mental truth”1 – something that, in Russell’s eyes, was a 
major flaw in Leibniz’ thought. Since the 1970s, however, a consensus has 
emerged that Russell was wrong – although there is disagreement over just how 
wrong he was, and on what particulars. 
 
In this chapter, I want to look again at Leibniz’ texts on relations, with an 
emphasis on two angles in particular. First, our purpose in understanding Leibniz’ 
views on relations is to shed light upon his understanding of intentionality. We 
have seen in chapter 2 how the scholastic philosophers’ theories of divine ideas, 
intellectual species, and noetics were closely bound up with their realism about 
relations on a number of points. In this chapter, then, we are looking at how 
Leibniz’ understanding of relations was structurally similar (though certainly not 
identical) to those of his scholastic predecessors. Second, I intend to consider not 
only Leibniz’ texts themselves but also what such texts can, in theory, mean in the 
first place. For example, writers on this subject often talk of Leibniz (or others) 
holding that relational statements are “irreducible” – but what does it mean to say 
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that, and what implications does it really have? Answering this question should go 
a long way to helping clear some of the confusion surrounding the proper 
interpretation of Leibniz’ often cryptic pronouncements on the subject. 
 
Reducibility, reality, and the nature of rewriting projects 
 
Discussion of Leibniz’ views on relations often revolves around his “rewriting 
project”. This is the name usually given to Leibniz’ sporadic and incomplete 
attempt – mostly carried out in a series of brief notes – to rewrite Latin sentences 
containing nouns in cases other than the nominative as sentences containing only 
nominatives. These include sentences containing relational terms, which Leibniz 
apparently rewrites in a way that eliminates them. This project is often cited as 
evidence that Leibniz thought that relations are not really real, because he 
apparently thought that we can do without relational terms. Nicholas Rescher 
makes this point most clearly when he writes: 
 
Leibniz’ thesis with respect to relations [namely, that propositions containing them can be reduced 
to non-relational propositions] is in fact not a logical thesis about relations, but a metaphysical 
thesis about the world, or rather about its constituent substances. According to our understanding 
of his position, Leibniz’ view is that all relations between substances are reducible in the sense of 
inhering in predications about the substances at issue. This is patently a thesis about the 
metaphysics of substance; substances are such that none but predicationally derivable relations are 
realized between them. 2 
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Even some commentators who disagree with the conclusion of Rescher and 
Russell, and argue that Leibniz did consider relations to have extra-mental reality, 
seem to regard the rewriting project as evidence that he did not, to at least some 
degree. On this view, the rewriting project can be reconciled with the 
interpretation of Leibniz as a realist about relations only by showing that Leibniz 
thought that (at least some) relational statements can be reduced only to relational 
statements of another kind. The implication is that, if Leibniz had thought he 
could rewrite all relational statements as statements not involving relational terms 
of any kind, then that would indeed be an insuperable problem for anyone trying 
to portray Leibniz as a realist about relations. 
 
For example, Hidé Ishiguro apparently takes this view with regard to Leibniz’ 
reductions of some relations of comparison, such as “Paul is like Peter”, which 
are reduced into statements not involving relational predicates.3 Her argument that 
the rewriting project is insufficient evidence for attributing to Leibniz the view 
that all relations are merely ideal is that some of his other reductions result in 
statements involving relational predicates. But she does not challenge the 
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supposition that if Leibniz thought he could reduce statements containing certain 
kinds of relations to statements not including relational terms, then he believed 
those relations to be merely ideal. Fred d’Agostino has a similar view. He writes 
that “all that is required for Hintikka’s solution [ie, for us to attribute to Leibniz 
the view that relations have extra-mental reality] is that there should be a stock of 
irreducibly relational predicates”.4 The implication is that if there were no such 
stock, and Leibniz thought that all relational statements could be reduced to non-
relational ones, then that really would be evidence that he thought relations have 
no extra-mental reality. Gregory Brown offers a similar argument.5  
 
Commentators such as Ishiguro, d’Agostino, and Brown, then, seek to overturn 
the interpretations of Russell and Rescher by showing that not all of Leibniz’ 
reductions of relational statements result in statements containing no relational 
terms. They do not take the more radical strategy of arguing that even if Leibniz 
thought that all relational statements could be reduced to statements containing no 
relational terms, that would not prove that he thought that relations have no extra-
mental reality. But I suggest that this strategy is the right one to follow. 
 
In fact, although much has been written about Leibniz’ rewriting project, less has 
been said about what, in principle, such rewriting projects can tell us at all about 
their authors’ views. There is a temptation to leap in, dissect Leibniz’ texts in 
which he rewrites statements, and draw conclusions about his beliefs before 
                                                 
4
 D’Agostino (1976) 137 
5
 Brown (1987) 193-95 
  93   
considering what sort of conclusions one can draw from texts of this nature in the 
first place. What does it mean to “rewrite” something – and, crucially, what does 
such an attempt tell us about the rewriter’s metaphysical commitments? 
 
We need to begin by setting out what is meant by some of the key terms that will 
be used here. The most significant are “reducible” and “real”. 
 
Reducibility and reality 
 
Reducibility is fairly easy to define. A proposition (or set of propositions) P is 
reducible to a proposition (or set of propositions) Q if and only if all the 
information present in P is also found in Q. Thus, someone who already knows Q 
would learn nothing new upon first hearing P. This seems to be the sense that 
Leibniz has in mind when he tersely describes the goal of what has been dubbed 
his “rewriting project”: 
 
...we must reduce everything to the simplest explanations, always saving the sense. 6 
 
The criterion that all the information present in P must also be present in Q seems 
to me to represent well Leibniz’ concern to “save the sense” in the reduction.7 
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This is quite a broad definition, however. In particular, it is compatible with P and 
Q not expressing the same proposition, since it is compatible with there being 
information in Q that is not found in P. On this definition, it is possible for P to be 
reducible to Q but not vice versa. So reducibility is not symmetrical. It could be 
symmetrical in some cases – there could be cases where P is reducible to Q and Q 
is reducible to P – and in such cases, P and Q express the same proposition; but 
the definition includes no requirement that this must be the case.  
 
Note that one could define reducibility in such a way as to make it symmetrical. 
In fact, some commentators not only do define it in such a way, but think that 
Leibniz has such a definition in mind. On this reading, when Leibniz states that P 
is reducible to Q, he means that P and Q are logically equivalent – which is 
another way of saying that if P is reducible to Q then Q is reducible to P. For 
example, Mugnai writes: 
 
I think that Leibniz considers logically equivalent the sentences “Paris loves Helen” and “Paris is a 
lover, and eo ipso Helen is a loved one” – in general I think that Leibniz regards as logically 
equivalent sentences of the form “xRy” and the sentences resulting from his analysis via 
reduplicative operators like quatenus, et eo ipso, etc.8 
 
In fact, Mugnai does not offer a reason why he thinks Leibniz believes that those 
sentences are logically equivalent, rather than simply that the former can be 
                                                                                                                                                 
more important, reason why I have not taken account of simplicity is that some of Leibniz’ own 
examples of reduction apparently violate the principle. As we shall see on pp. 95-96, Leibniz 
offers examples where the product of the reduction contains more information, and appears more 
complex, than the sentence it is meant to be reducing. 
8
 Mugnai (1992) 14 
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reduced to the latter. It seems to me that Leibniz’ examples of reduction indicate 
that he believes only the latter, and not the former. Take, for example, his 
comments on the reducibility of propositions about plurals: 
 
Men are writing, that is Titius is a writer, Cajus is a writer. Titius is a man. Cajus is a man. Or 
Men are writing, that is One man writes. Another man writes. 9 
 
If the sentence to be reduced is “Men are writing”, and the end result of the 
reduction is a series of sentences containing extra information such as “Titius is a 
man”, then clearly Leibniz does not think that the two express the same 
proposition, which means that he does not conceive of reduction as symmetrical. 
One could not reduce “Titius is writing; Cajus is writing; Titius is a man; Cajus is 
a man” to “Men are writing” without loss of information. In the passage quoted 
earlier, Leibniz states that the end result of the reduction process should contain 
all the information present in the original; it does not follow from this that those 
sentences cannot contain more information than the original. Note that in this 
passage Leibniz offers two reductions of the original proposition, and that the 
second reduction does not contain any information absent in the original – yet he 
does not suggest that this second reduction is preferable to the first one, or a more 
successful reduction, because of this. This suggests that some reductions may be 
symmetrical – sometimes, reduction is a matter of producing a sentence or set of 
sentences which express precisely the same proposition as the original. But by no 
means all reductions produce such a result. 
                                                 
9
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We may find a similar example in Leibniz’ analysis of “Peter is similar to Paul” 
into “Peter is A now” and “Paul is A now” (cited below). There is a crucial 
ambiguity in this analysis which has not been noted in the literature. Does Leibniz 
think that “Peter is similar to Paul” can always be reduced to precisely these two 
sentences, “Peter is A now” and “Paul is A now”? Or does he, rather, think that 
the end product of the operation will always take the form of “Peter is A now” and 
“Paul is A now”? In the latter case, it may be that “Peter is similar to Paul” is true 
because they are both men, in which case the reduced version will be “Peter is a 
man now” and “Paul is a man now”. Or it may be that “Peter is similar to Paul” is 
true because they are both apostles, in which case the reduced version will be 
“Peter is an apostle now” and “Paul is an apostle now”. If this is so, then when 
Leibniz suggests “Peter is A now” and “Paul is A now”, he is not actually 
reducing “Peter is similar to Paul” at all – he is simply offering a model or 
template for such a reduction, depending upon the truth conditions of the original 
sentence to be reduced. And if that is so, then here again we have a case where 
the operation of reduction produces a final statement which contains information 
not present in the original one, namely, the qualities that Peter and Paul possess in 
virtue of which they are similar. However, I cannot see any indication in Leibniz’ 
text to indicate which interpretation we should place upon this passage, so it is 
less solid evidence than the passage about “Men are writing” for the non-
symmetrical nature of reduction as Leibniz conceives it.10 
                                                 
10
 On whether Leibniz thought of reducibility as involving logical equivalence, see also Mates 
(1986) 216-17. 
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Reality is less easy to define. Unlike reducibility, it is a property of things, not of 
propositions or sentences. In a scholastic context, extra-mental reality is 
contrasted with purely mental reality: a thing with only mental reality (a “being of 
reason”) exists only in the mind, but a thing with extra-mental reality exists 
outside it too. So rather than talk about “real” as opposed to “unreal”, it is better 
in this context to talk about the level or kind of reality that an entity has. This is 
how Leibniz speaks, at least. Moreover, for Leibniz, the categories of truth of 
falsehood are not applicable only to claims about reality. We shall see later11 that 
Leibniz believes that a statement can be true even when it is about entities that do 
not exist in reality. This is because the mind can abstract a purely mental entity on 
the basis of entities or properties that really exist outside the mind. So a purely 




Now there is some confusion over how reducibility and reality relate to each 
other. In the literature on Leibniz and his views on relations, this point is not 
always clarified. For example, Kulstad analyses in some detail the evidence that 
other commentators have offered for attributing to Leibniz the principle “All 
relational propositions are reducible to subject-predicate propositions”,12 but he 
does not consider precisely what this principle means or what the consequences 
                                                 
11
 See below, pp. 133-36. 
12
 Kulstad (1980) 213 
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would be if Leibniz did hold it. Would it mean that he thought relations to be 
unreal? 
 
Many people seem to think that it would – indeed, it often seems to be assumed 
without much discussion that it would. In particular, some commentators seem to 
be working with the following unstated assumption, or something very like it: 
 
(A): If a proposition referring to X (where X is some entity or class of entities) is 
reducible to some other proposition (or set of propositions) that does not mention 
X, then X has at best only mental reality. 
 
–  and with the implied corollary: if a philosopher believes that a proposition 
referring to X is reducible to some other proposition not mentioning X, then that 
philosopher believes that X has at best only mental reality. 
 
At least, such an assumption appears to underlie some of the literature on Leibniz 
and relations.13 For example, I think (A) is lurking behind Rescher’s belief that 
Leibniz’ rewriting project, in which relations are reduced to non-relational 
predicates, commits Leibniz to a denial of the extra-mental reality of relations. 
Rescher writes that, for Leibniz: 
 
                                                 
13
 See above, note 2 on pp. 90-91. 
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Relations do not have reality in their own right, but a dependent reality correlative with their 
inherence in the related terms. To see how this Leibnizian doctrine is to be understood, we must 
examine his important thesis of the reducibility of relations.14 
 
He then gives a useful and clear exposition of Leibniz’ rewriting project, which he 
summarises like this: 
 
In sum, reality is completely characterizable – as far as its description goes – in strictly 
predicational terms: aRb is always extractable from suitable compoundings of PRa and QRb.15 
 
That seems a good summary, provided that we allow that those predicational 
terms may involve relational predicates (something which in fact Rescher denies, 
which, as I shall argue below, seems wrong to me). But he then concludes: 
 
Intersubstantial relations are founded on the properties and property-ramifications of the 
substances that represent the relata at issue. There is nothing to a relation over and above what is 
embodied in the framework of such a foundation.16 
 
Yet are we justified in drawing such a conclusion? It seems to me that (A) has 
crept into the argument somewhere along the line. There are two ways in which 
this could happen. First, Rescher – or anyone arguing along these lines – might 
believe (A) to be true. In this case, it would follow from Leibniz’ belief that 
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 Rescher (1981) 60 
15
 Rescher (1981) 63 
16
 Rescher (1981) 65; see also p. 72: “The fact that all intersubstantival relations are reducible to 
complexes of predications means that an intermonadic relation has no independent existence of its 
own, over and above that of the related substances and their (genuinely nonrelational) properties.” 
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relational statements can be reduced to non-relational ones that Leibniz should 
have held relations to be unreal. Alternatively, the claim might be that Leibniz 
held (A) himself (irrespective of whether it is actually true or not). In this case, it 
would follow from his beliefs about the reducibility of relational statements that 
Leibniz did hold relations to be unreal (assuming that he did not consciously hold 
views that he believed to be inconsistent). However, Rescher does not assert (A) 
to be true, and he does not ascribe it to Leibniz either. And that means that the 
promise of the first-quoted passage above – that an examination of Leibniz’ 
rewriting project will show how and why he believed relations to have only a 
“dependent” reality – is not fulfilled. 
 
Similarly, Look writes: 
 
...Leibniz denies the existence of extrinsic denominations generally and holds instead that all 
relations between substances are reducible to non-relational properties or accidents of the 
individual substances or monads.17 
 
The implication (which is not dispelled by Look’s subsequent analysis) is that it is 
much the same thing – at least for Leibniz – to hold that all relations are reducible 
to non-relational properties and to deny the reality of extrinsic denominations. But 
must a philosopher who holds the former necessarily deny the latter? Only, it 
seems, if that philosopher believes (A) to be true. 
 
                                                 
17
 Look (2002) 383-84 
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In fact it should be clear, on reflection, that (A) is false. Consider, again, Leibniz’ 
analysis of “Men are writing”. Here, Leibniz reduces a statement about many men 
into many statements, each about only one man. The end result is a set of 
statements involving no plurals. Yet it would not follow from that that no plurals 
exist outside the mind, that plurality is only a “being of reason”. Leibniz did not 
think that it was, and surely he was right not to.18 Here, then, we have a case 
where a statement about X (plurals) is reducible to a set of statements that do not 
mention X, but where Leibniz would not conclude that X has no extra-mental 
reality, and where (I think) most people would think him right not to. This 
suggests both that (A) is false and that Leibniz would have considered it false. 
 
We can see this more clearly if we consider cases of mutual reducibility. I stated 
that I am taking “P is reducible to Q” to mean that Q contains all the information 
in P, rather than the subset of such cases where P also contains all the information 
in Q. In that subset of cases, P and Q express precisely the same proposition. Now 
suppose that we have two sets of statements, P and Q, which do express the same 
proposition: they both contain the same information. These statements concern 
things outside the mind. And suppose that P contains statements about an entity 
X, and Q contains statements about an entity Y, but X does not appear in Q and Y 
does not appear in P. If (A) were true, then X would not have any extra-mental 
                                                 
18
 By “plurality” here, I mean simply the fact that there is more than one thing. If “plurality” were 
taken to mean a sort of property which is somehow shared by the various things, Leibniz would 
presumably consider it a “being of reason” since it violates his law that all existing things must be 
either individual substances or properties of single substances. For more on that law, see below, 
pp. 126, 311.  
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reality – but neither would Y. Yet if P and Q are about things outside the mind, 
surely at least one of X and Y must have extra-mental reality.19  
 
We can apply this to the case in hand. I suggested above that, even granted that 
Leibniz thought that all relational statements could be reduced to nonrelational 
ones, it does not follow simply from that that he thought that relations have only a 
“dependent” reality derived from their inherence in the relata.20 We are now in a 
position to see why. Leibniz analyses some relational statements in such a way 
that the end result of the operation turns out to express the same proposition. 
Thus, (1) “Titius is wiser than Caius” becomes (2) “Titius is wise and as such 
superior, insofar as Caius being wise is inferior”.21 It seems that (2) contains no 
information not present in (1), just as (1) contains no information not present in 
(2), which means that we can say that each sentence expresses the same 
proposition. Now suppose we say that the fact that (1) is reducible to (2) means 
that the relation “X is wiser than Y”, which is present in (1) but not in (2), has no 
extra-mental reality. That is simply an application of (A) to this case. But then we 
could equally say that, because (2) is reducible to (1), the predicate “X is wise” 
also has no extra-mental reality, because it appears in (2) but not in (1). But surely 
at least one of them must have extra-mental reality! We saw above that Rescher, 
for one, implies that because Leibniz can reduce sentences containing relational 
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 Cover and O’Leary-Hawthorne (1999) argue that “Relational claims are made true by monadic 
facts” (p. 78) on the basis of the fact that relational facts are true only in those worlds where 
certain monadic facts are true. But this overlooks the point that in some cases, the reverse holds, 
suggesting that it is arbitrary to say that the monadic facts “make” the relational claims true and 
not that the relational facts “make” the monadic claims true. 
20
 See above, p. 92. 
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terms into sentences without them, he therefore believes that relations are 
“founded” upon non-relational properties.22 But if at least some of these 
reductions are symmetrical, then one could conclude just as readily that certain 
non-relational properties are “founded” upon relations. Clearly they cannot all be 
founded upon each other: “X is founded upon Y” is not a symmetrical relation. 
 
In other words, if we accept (A), then in at least some cases of reduction we are 
forced to draw absurd conclusions. It seems, then, that (A) must be false, despite 
its initial plausibility.  
 
The implications of rewriting projects 
 
Yet this cannot be the whole story. If it were, then rewriting projects cannot tell us 
anything about the rewriter’s ontological commitments. But that seems 
implausible. (A) derives its initial plausibility from the supposition that, if a 
person believes it theoretically possible to describe the world fully without 
mentioning a certain kind of entity, that person cannot believe that that kind of 
entity really exists – or, if it does, it is at best a dependent sort of existence, 
perhaps supervening upon some other kind of entity which does feature in the 
complete description of the world. 
 
That last suggestion, that perhaps the rewriter believes the entities in question to 
supervene upon other entities or events which do feature in the complete 
                                                 
22
 See above, pp. 90, 98-100. 
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description of the world, holds the key to the solution of this problem. Consider a 
philosopher who believes that, necessarily, anyone with a (functioning) brain has 
a mind, and anyone with a mind has a brain. This philosopher will believe that 
mindless zombies and thinking computers are necessarily impossible. For this 
philosopher, the statements “Leibniz has a brain” and “Leibniz has a mind” will 
be logically equivalent. Each contains precisely the same information as the other, 
though in different words. And this philosopher will believe that all statements 
about brains could, in principle, be reduced to statements about minds (and vice 
versa). But this is possible only because she accepts the general principle that the 
possession of a brain entails the possession of a mind, and vice versa. In other 
words, her rewriting of sentences about brains and minds can be done without loss 
of information only in the context of a general principle about brains and minds. 
Someone who rejects that principle – who believes, for example, in the theoretical 
possibility of zombies – will deny that “Leibniz has a brain” can be reduced to 
“Leibniz has a mind” at all. 
 
This seems to be a general rule for reduction. We said that P can be reduced to Q 
if and only if P contains no information not present in Q. But two statements that 
explicitly refer to different entities can be said to contain the same information 
only in a certain context, namely a context which specifies that an explicit 
reference to one thing entails an implicit reference to another. In our example, the 
context is a general rule that brains and minds necessarily accompany each other. 
We can call that a general rule of congruence. We need to distinguish that from 
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another kind of general rule, one of identity. Imagine a philosopher who is an 
extremely strict materialist, and who believes that minds are actually identical 
with (functioning) brains. For such a philosopher, “Leibniz has a brain” will also 
be reducible to “Leibniz has a mind”, and vice versa, but this is because she 
believes that minds and brains are the same thing. The philosopher in our previous 
example was not committed to holding that principle, only that brains and minds 
are always found together. However, these two different principles – the 
congruence of brains and minds, and the identity of brains and minds – yield the 
same possibilities for reduction. 
 
We already have two important points, then. The first is that any claim that certain 
statements referring to (class of) entities X can be reduced to other statements not 
referring to X will rest upon some general principle about X. The second is that 
different general principles of that nature may result in the same reductions. And 
that means that we should be careful about assuming what those general 
principles are. In the case at hand, if someone tells us that statements about minds 
can always be reduced to statements about brains, that could be because that 
person thinks that minds are identical to brains (a general rule of identity), or 
because she thinks that brains are invariably accompanied by minds (a general 
rule of congruence). In the absence of further evidence, we might not know 
which. And that is why (A) is false. If a philosopher tells us that all statements 
referring to X can be reduced to statements not referring to X, it might be because 
that philosopher believes that X are mental entities only, abstractions from real 
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entities, and that if you describe those real entities fully you have given all the 
information needed to understand the mental ones. But that might not be the 
general principle underlying her claim at all. It might be that this philosopher 
believes that X has perfect extra-mental reality, but always accompanies some 
other kind of entity, so that if you describe that other kind of entity fully you will 
have given all the information needed to deduce the presence and nature of X as 
well. In other words, (A) captures one possible interpretation of reducibility 
statements, but only one. 
 
Think again of Leibniz’ rewriting of plural statements. Why can “Men are 
writing” be reduced to “This man is writing”, “That man is writing”, and so on? It 
is because there is a general principle which states that where you have one 
object, and another (numerically distinct) object, you have some objects. Now that 
need not, necessarily, have been the principle Leibniz was thinking of when he 
offered that example of a reduction. He could have been thinking of a principle 
such as “Plurals are mental abstractions, with no basis in reality, which we always 
create when faced with this X, that X, etc.” Such a principle would have yielded 
exactly the same reductions. Of course, that principle would be very peculiar, 
whereas the first principle seems completely unobjectionable. Surely that first 
principle was the one that Leibniz had in mind – if indeed he felt the need 
consciously to formulate any principle at all for this example.23 If that is so, then 
                                                 
23
 It would be at least consistent with Leibniz’ nominalism if he were to identify a “plurality” with 
the individuals that compose it. However, my argument here does not depend upon identifying 
precisely what Leibniz’ views of plurals were, or the principle upon which he analysed sentences. 
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Leibniz was making that reduction on the basis of a general principle of identity: 
one object and another object are identical with several objects. A general 
principle of congruence would have stated that where you have one object and 
another object, a plural will also be present. Perhaps some very un-nominalist 
philosopher might hold such a principle, but not Leibniz. 
 
It should be clear, from this analysis, that the definition I gave earlier for 
“reducibility” needs to be made clearer, like this: 
 
A proposition (or set of propositions) P is reducible to a proposition (or set of 
propositions) Q if and only if all the information present in P is also found in Q, 
or is deducible from Q and some general principle R. 
 
R is necessary for this to work, no matter how trite a particular R might be, such 




This, then, is how we must proceed when considering Leibniz’ “rewriting 
project”. If Leibniz thinks that statements about relations can be reduced to other 
statements not mentioning relations, it does not follow simply from that that he 
supposes that relations have only mental reality (although, in the absence of other 
evidence to the contrary, he may think that). It does follow that he thinks 
                                                                                                                                                 
containing them. The important point is that different principles – of varying plausibility – could 
have yielded similar reductions. 
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something about relations, and that they are connected in some way to the entities 
that do appear in the statements he offers as reductions of relational statements. 
He must have some general principle or set of principles about the relationship 
between relations and other entities to be able to rewrite relational statements at 
all. But we should be wary of jumping to conclusions about what that principle or 
set of principles is. Instead, we should consider what other things Leibniz says 
about relations and their nature, and try to reconstruct what general principle he is 
presupposing when he offers his examples of reduction. 
 
The rewriting project 
 
We have seen what Leibniz’ “rewriting project” may or may not imply for his 
views on the reality of relations. It is time to look at that project in a little more 
detail. The project appears not in any single text, but in a number of passages 
sprinkled among other notes on logic. The passages in which Leibniz attempts to 
“rewrite” relational sentences include the following: 
 
Peter is similar to Paul. Therefore Paul is similar to Peter...It is reduced to the propositions: Peter 
is A now and Paul is A now.24 
 
Titius is more learned than Caius has the sense: Inasmuch as Titius is learned, and Caius is 
learned, to that extent Titius is superior and Caius is inferior. This analysis is good, but it does not 
explain the force of the individual words. For that, we should have said: Titius is learned, and qua 
such is superior, inasmuch as Caius is inferior qua learned... 
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The Ethiopian is white in the teeth can be explained: The Ethiopian is white inasmuch as 
[quatenus] the teeth (which are parts inasmuch as [quatenus] the Ethiopian is a whole) are white. 
The teeth of the Ethiopian are explained like this: the teeth which are parts inasmuch as the 
Ethiopian is a whole.25 
 
Evander’s sword, that is The sword which Evander has... Paris is the lover of Helen, that is: Paris 
loves and by that very fact [et eo ipso] Helen is loved. There are therefore two propositions 
combined into a compound one. Or Paris is a lover, and by that very fact Helen is a beloved. The 
sword is of Evander, that is The sword is the tool inasmuch as [quatenus] Evander is the owner... 
For unless you resolve the oblique case into several propositions, you will never construct the new 
modes of reasoning with Jungius.26 
 
What was Leibniz trying to do? This question alone has puzzled commentators. 
Mugnai notes27 that in one passage Leibniz insists that, in the rational language, 
oblique terms have to be totally eliminated,28 while in another, he merely 
recommends that they be removed as much as possible.29 Mugnai argues that the 
latter is Leibniz’ more considered opinion. 
 
This in itself should make us wary of reading too much into Leibniz’ rewriting 
project. It is only provisional, a sketch of how a “rational language” would be 
formed, rather than a thorough analysis of either sentences or metaphysics. The 
texts pertaining to it are found only in brief notes, not intended for publication.30 
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And Leibniz’ intention, as expressed in the passages quoted above, is to show 
how sentences containing “oblique terms” (that is, nouns not in the nominative 
case) can be rewritten as sentences containing only “direct terms” (that is, nouns 
in the nominative case).31 The purpose of the exercise is to show how arguments 
containing oblique terms can be shown to be valid using traditional Aristotelian 
logic, which can handle only direct terms. Several times in the passages in 
question, Leibniz refers to Jungius, who in his Logica Hambergensis had 
attempted precisely such a project. And in 1687, Leibniz corresponded with 
Jungius’ disciple Johannes Vagetius on the subject.32 The purpose of the exercise, 
then, is to reduce oblique sentences to direct ones – that is, produce direct 
sentences which contain all of the information provided by the oblique ones. As I 
have argued, even if Leibniz thought it possible to reduce all oblique sentences in 
this way, it does not follow that he thought oblique terms to refer to unreal things 
in some way. In fact, Leibniz’ treatment of some oblique terms shows that he was 
aware that where there is logical equivalence – that is, where two sentences can 
be reduced into each other – one is essentially dealing with two different ways of 
saying the same thing, neither of which need be considered more “fundamental” 
or “real” than the other. He recognises this when dealing with prepositions and 
cases, where he notes that a rational language could contain either prepositions or 
cases, since the two different systems express the same propositions: 
 
                                                 
31
 Leibniz’ desire to eliminate oblique terms is apparently restricted to nouns, since his reductions 
include pronouns in cases other than the nominative, such as eo ipso. 
32
 See Mugnai (1992) 58-62 
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In the lingua philosophica, if prepositions are used, then the cases are unnecessary, and if cases 
are used, then prepositions are superfluous. Or, rather, in the way I build the characters, they both 
coincide, and the preposition joined to a name like a suffix gives rise to the case.33 
 
Thus, to say “Evander’s sword” and “the sword of Evander” is to say exactly the 
same thing, first by using cases and second by using prepositions. Neither is more 
“fundamental” or “elemental” than the other. And neither of these is exactly 
conformable to Aristotelian logic, which is why Leibniz offers several reductions 
of this phrase. One turns one of the nouns into an adjective: “the Evandrian 
sword”.34 An alternative turns all the nouns into the nominative case and removes 
the prepositions, but at the cost of introducing an explicit relation: “the sword 
which Evander has”. And a final version takes that relational reduction and 
reduces it again, by introducing a logical connective between the two nouns: “the 
sword which is a tool inasmuch as Evander is an owner”.35 
 
It is interesting that, here, a relational statement is offered as a reduction of 
another statement that does not explicitly involve a relation; and that this 
relational statement is then further reduced to something else. It suggests that, in 
Leibniz’ view, many apparently non-relational statements (those involving 
genitives, at least) can be rewritten as relational statements.  
 
Relational predicates and logical connectives 
                                                 
33
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How are relational statements to be rewritten in non-relational form? Leibniz 
offers a number of examples. Most of them seem to conform to the following 
pattern: 
 
“A has relation R to B” reduces to “A has predicate R1, @ B has predicate R2”. 
 
Following Rescher, “@” here stands for a logical connective between the two 
parts of the reduced statement. Examples of such logical connectives include 
quatenus (inasmuch as), et eo ipso (and by that [fact] itself), and so on. So “Paris 
loves Helen” reduces to “Paris loves, et eo ipso Helen is loved”. 
 
Yet it seems that although no two-place predicate is found in the reduced 
statement, it is nevertheless relational, and that in two ways. First, it involves a 
logical connective between the sentences dealing with the different subjects. 
Second, it involves ascribing relational predicates to those subjects. This raises an 
important question which, to date, has not really been asked: what is the 
relationship between these two features of Leibniz’ method of reducing relational 
statements? Does any reduction which has one feature have to have the other, or 
can you have one without the other? Our answer to this question will help us 
understand what Leibniz thinks relational predicates really are. 
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Consider the two possible interpretations in more detail. Suppose that Leibniz 
thinks that a reduction of this form must include both the features identified 
above, the relational predicates and the logical connective. Why would that be? 
Presumably because it is in virtue of the fact that Paris has the property of being a 
lover, and that for him to have such a property is to affect someone else in a 
certain way, that Helen has the property of being loved. That is what it means to 
say that “Paris loves, et eo ipso Helen is loved”. It is because “X loves” is a 
relational predicate that ascribing it to Paris entails something about Helen. In 
other words, the presence of the logical connective requires the presence of the 
relational predicate. 
 
Does the converse apply – does the presence of the relational predicate also 
require the presence of the logical connective? I suggest that it does, if the 
reduction is to be successful. Ishiguro, arguing that predicates such as “loves” or 
“is superior” are indeed relational even where no object is identified, concedes: 
 
It is true that when we claim that Titus is superior we are not specifying the person to whom Titus 
is superior. We are merely saying that Titus is superior to someone, or that there is someone to 
whom Titus is superior.36 
 
This is sometimes expressed by saying that “Paris loves” is an implicitly relational 
predicate, since it involves the claim that there exists someone whom he loves, in 
contrast to “Paris loves Helen”, which is explicitly relational since it specifies that 
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Helen is the object of love. It seems, then, that in this reduction some information 
is lost. We can see this more clearly if we suppose a situation where Paris loves 
Helen and also loves Hector. “Paris loves Helen” attributes one property to Paris, 
while “Paris loves Hector” attributes quite another. But if these are both reduced 
to “Paris loves”, then we have only one property where before we had two. 
Information is thus lost – not simply information about the objects of Paris’ love, 
but also information about how many properties Paris himself has. 
 
But as we have seen, reduction requires that no information is lost: the sense must 
be saved.37 This is where the logical connective comes in. It is not simply the case 
that Paris loves and Helen is loved; it is in virtue of the fact that Paris loves that 
Helen is loved. This logical connective – the et eo ipso – is simply another way of 
saying that Helen is the object of Paris’ love. If “Paris loves Helen” is true, and 
“Paris loves Hector” is also true, and, say, “Helen loves Paris” is true, then if we 
are to reduce these statements we have to include the logical connectives in order 
to retain the sense. If they reduced only to “Paris loves” and “Helen loves” and 
“Paris is loved” and “Hector is loved” then we would not know who loves whom; 
it could be that Hector is loved by Helen rather than by Paris. Only by specifying 
which people are loved in virtue of which people are doing the loving can we 
retain the sense. So it seems that, if Leibniz’ reductions of relational statements 
into statements containing only implicitly relational predicates are to be 
successful, those statements must also be connected by logical connectives such 
as et eo ipso, quatenus, and so on. 
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Thus we have a coherent explanation for why Leibniz’ reductions might require 
both relational predicates and logical connectives – why the presence of either 
would require the presence of the other, too. Alternatively, suppose that Leibniz 
thinks that a reduction could involve just relational predicates, or just the logical 
connective, without the other element being present. It seems to me that such a 
view would not really be coherent. Suppose we had a reduced statement of the 
form “A is X, et eo ipso B is Y” where X and Y are wholly monadic predicates, 
such as “is blue”. It is hard to see how the fact that A has a wholly monadic 
predicate could entail B’s having a wholly monadic predicate – at least, on the 
supposition that A and B are distinct entities. It would make sense only if the 
reduction were being carried out on the basis of some general rule that states that 
if an object has certain monadic properties, then other objects will also have 
certain monadic properties. But if such a rule is in force then those properties will 
not really be completely monadic, because to have such a property will entail 
certain facts about other objects. We shall see later that Leibniz does have a rule 
that means that a complete concept will, by its very nature, entail certain facts 
about other complete concepts (namely that there cannot be another one exactly 
like it), even where only monadic predicates are involved38 – but this works only 
for complete concepts, not for the individual concepts that compose it. 
 
It seems, then, that it is more reasonable to suppose that Leibniz thinks that the 
two properties of the reductions he offers for most relational statements go 
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together. Certainly they always do go together in the limited number of reductions 
he provides. And if it is true that the presence of a logical connective between the 
two parts of these reductions requires that the predicates involved must be 
relational, then that seems to argue against Rescher’s interpretation of these 
predicates as non-relational. Responding to Hintikka’s insistence that these 
predicates are relational,39 Rescher writes: 
 
This view of a so-called “reduction” to predicates that may themselves still involve relations 
seems to me untenable. I adhere to my earlier view that whatever predications are operative at the 
post-reduction stage must be “monadic in the sense of not even containing implicity [sic] 
relational components”.40 
 
But to say that is, in effect, to suppose that the logical connective et eo ipso 
between “Paris loves” and “Helen is loved” has no basis in the predicates “loves” 
and “is loved”. Yet it must have some basis in those predicates, for if “Paris 
loves” did not entail anything about Helen, then it would not be true by that [fact] 
itself that “Helen is loved” – it might happen to be true, but not in virtue of that 
fact. In other words, Leibniz is making this reduction on the basis of some general 
principle that states that, where “A loves B” is true, it is also true that “A loves” 
and that “B is loved”, and that “B is loved” is true because “A loves”. Now we 
should not assume, on the basis of just this, what that general principle might be. 
It may be that Leibniz thinks that “A loves” is a monadic predicate, and it entails 
“B is loved” only because of some other principle, perhaps the fact that God has 
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laid this down as a general rule. Or he may think that “A loves” is intrinsically 
relational, and that it entails “B is loved” as a matter of necessity, no matter what 
God may decide. Either of these general principles might lead him to make the 
reduction he does. 
 
In fact, Leibniz’ choice of love in this example is interesting, given what he says 
elsewhere about this relation: 
 
That definition of love is almost the same as the one I gave, when expounding the principles of 
justice in the Preface to my Codex juris gentium, where I said that to love is to be disposed to take 
pleasure in the perfection, well-being or happiness of the object of one’s love. And this involves 
not thinking about or asking for any pleasure of one’s own except what one can get from the 
happiness or pleasure of the loved one.41 
 
That definition seems to rule out the first possibility given above, that Leibniz 
does not see “A loves” as intrinsically relational. In this passage, he characterises 
the act of loving as one which is necessarily directed towards something else. So 
it seems that when he reduces “A loves B” to “A loves, et eo ipso B is loved” this 
is because “A loves” is an intrinsically relational predicate. And it is because it is 
intrinsically relational that it entails “B is loved”.42 
 
                                                 
41
 NE 163; see also Theodicy Preface 51 
42
 See Rateau (2003) 61-69, who draws attention to the “reciprocity” of love as Leibniz 
understands it, which involves even closer relations between the lover and the beloved: “L’amour 
n’est pas seulement le reflet en moi du plaisir d’autrui, une expression, mais un plaisir décrit 
comme l’effet d’une action sur moi. La perfection de l’objet aimé devient la mienne, comme s’il y 
avait circulation et échange de réalité ou de perfection entre les êtres.” (pp. 61-62)  
  118   
I think this also casts doubt on Rescher’s claim that in his rewriting project, 
Leibniz is essentially removing relations from the realm of substances and 
relocating them to the realm of “facts”. For example, Rescher says of his 
“attributability linkages” such as quatenus or eo ipso: 
 
...the attributability linkage now at issue is something which, though itself clearly relational, 
involves – like conjunction itself – a relationship that obtains not between substances, but is a 
rational connection between purely predicational facts about substances. It represents a 
relationship not between substances but between facts.43 
 
If Rescher were right to regard the logical connectives and the predicates involved 
in Leibniz’ reductions as not intimately connected to each other, then this might 
be a reasonable view. But if, as I have argued, the logical connectives and the 
(relational) predicates are intimately connected, such that each entails the 
presence of the other, then it is wrong to consign the connectives to the realm of 
facts only and not substances, because they are rooted in properties of the 
substances in question. 
 
Two kinds of reductions 
 
An added complication is that reductions of the kind examined above are not the 
only ones that Leibniz gives. One relational statement – “Peter is similar to Paul” 
– gets a different sort of treatment, being reduced to “Peter is A now and Paul is A 
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now”. Unlike “Paris is a lover, and eo ipso Helen is loved”, which we might dub a 
relational reduction for the reasons already given, this seems to be a completely 
non-relational reduction. 
 
Why are there two kinds of reduction? Mugnai offers two suggestions. His first is 
that non-relational reductions are for statements that contain symmetric relations, 
while relational reductions are for statements that contain assymmetric relations.44 
For example, “Peter is similar to Paul” is symmetric; if it is true then “Paul is 
similar to Peter” is also true. But “Paris loves Helen” is not symmetric, since it 
could be the case that Paris loves Helen while Helen does not reciprocate the 
sentiment. Note that, really, this relation is non-symmetric (Helen could love 
Paris), although Mugnai dubs them “asymmetric”. 
 
However, it is hard to see what quality symmetric relations have that should make 
statements about them susceptible to non-relational reductions when statements 
about asymmetric relations are not. Suppose we introduce the relation of 
“reciprocated love”, which we define as follows: 
 
A has reciprocated love for B if and only if A loves B and B loves A. 
 
The relation would thus be symmetric. On the basis of the texts we have seen so 
far, how would Leibniz handle the statement “Paris has reciprocated love for 
Helen”? It is hard to see how he could perform a non-relational reduction upon it, 
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following the model of his treatment of “Peter is similar to Paul”. If “Paris loves 
Helen” cannot be reduced without the use of implicitly relational predicates such 
as “loves” and logical connectives between statements such as eo ipso, then it is 
likely that the same is true of “Paris has reciprocated love for Helen”. Surely 
Leibniz would reduce this to “Paris has reciprocated love, and eo ipso Helen has 
reciprocated love”, or something similar to that. Thus it seems very implausible to 
suppose that the distinction between the two kinds of reductions mirrors the 
distinction between symmetric and non-symmetric relations. 
 
It might seem, from these considerations, that the difference between the two 
kinds of reduction is that non-relational reduction can be applied to statements 
where, although a relation holds between two objects, it holds solely in virtue of 
their entirely monadic predicates. There is no real connection between the two 
objects; it is simply that the mind compares them. And in fact Leibniz did 
distinguish between two fundamental kinds of relation rather like this. He 
explains the difference in the New essays: 
 
I take relation to be more general than comparison. Relations divide into those of comparison and 
those of concurrence. The former concern agreement and disagreement (using those terms in a 
narrower sense), and include resemblance, equality, inequality etc. The latter involve some 
connection, such as that of cause and effect, whole and parts, position and order etc.45 
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Mugnai also cites this distinction between the two kinds of relations, and says that 
the distinction between the two kinds of reduction is “closely tied” to it.46 But in 
fact it seems, once again, that they are not perfectly coextensive. Consider 
Leibniz’ treatment of “Titius is more learned than Caius”. This becomes “Titius is 
learned, and qua learned is superior, quatenus Caius is inferior qua learned”. 
Mugnai classifies this reduction as a relational one. And he is right to do so: in the 
reduced version of the proposition, implicitly relational predicates are attributed 
to both Titius and Caius (“is superior” and “is inferior”), while the logical 
operator quatenus is said to hold between the statements about them. Yet the 
relation being reduced is clearly one of comparison, not one of connection. 
 
It seems, then, that although Mugnai is right to distinguish between the two kinds 
of reduction that Leibniz applies to relational statements, he is wrong to link the 
distinction between them to the distinction between symmetric and non-
symmetric relations, and also wrong to link it to the distinction between relations 
of comparison and those of connection. What, then, is the reason for them? I 
suggest that it is simply that Leibniz is applying different general rules. 
Remember the principle that we proposed in place of the flawed principle (A) 
above: if someone thinks that statements referring to some class of entity can be 
reduced to statements not referring to such a class, this can only work in a certain 
context. She must hold some general principle about the relation between entities 
in that class and entities outside it. In Leibniz’ case, it seems that when he reduces 
“Peter is similar to Paul” to “Peter is A now” and “Paul is A now” he is thinking 
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of some rule such as “A relation of similarity holds between two subjects if and 
only if there is some property which both of those subjects have.” Note that this is 
not (necessarily) the same as believing that the relation of similarity is the same 
thing as for there to be some property which both subjects have. But when he 
reduces “Paris loves Helen” to “Paris is loves, and eo ipso Helen is loved” it 
seems that he is thinking of some rule such as “A relation holds between two 
subjects if and only if each of those subjects has a property such that, in virtue of 
its having it, the other subject has a certain property.” Note that this rule is neutral 
on the question whether the relation is identical with the two subjects’ having 
certain properties, or whether the relation is parasitic upon the properties, or what 
the precise relationship is between them. This is because, as we have seen, any 
reduction might be motivated by one of a number of different principles, 
including those involving identity and those involving congruence;47 we should 
not assume which one Leibniz is thinking of here. 
 
Now if this is so then it raises the question why Leibniz would use different 
general rules for different relations. I think the answer to that is simply that he has 
a rule which applies to relations of similarity – the one given above – which is 
specifically only for those relations, and does not apply to relations in general. In 
fact it is virtually the definition of similarity. A specific rule for love – at least one 
that is equally simple and obvious – is not forthcoming, which is why a more 
general rule has to be used for that one. I should specify that I see no reason to 
suppose that the two rules, although different, are inconsistent. If Leibniz had 
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reduced “Peter is similar to Paul” following the same general rule that he used 
with “Paris loves Helen”, he might have produced something like “Peter is 
similar, and eo ipso Paul is similar”. And no doubt he would consider that to be a 
legitimate reduction of “Peter is similar to Paul”; he simply believes that, in this 
case, use of an alternative general principle will yield a rather neater and more 
natural-sounding alternative reduction. 
 
In my view, then, Leibniz’ use of different methods of deduction for different 
relational statements in his “rewriting project” does not indicate a fundamental 
distinction in his thought between different kinds of relational statements. Rather, 
it indicates merely that the same philosopher need not stick to the same general 
rule about the relationship between relations and other predicates when reducing 
statements about relations. In any case, any distinction between different kinds of 
relations that Leibniz’ “rewriting project” does suggest is not to be identified with 
any distinction between different kinds of relations that he offers elsewhere. 
Given the provisional nature of the project, and my argument that one can never 
be certain, from studying a proposed reduction alone, what general principle the 
author used to generate it, I suggest that it would be unwise to try to draw any 
more substantial conclusions about Leibniz’ view of relations from it. It would be 
better to examine what Leibniz says elsewhere about the nature of relations. If 
these statements can be shown to be consistent with general principles which 
might yield the sort of reductions he offers in his rewriting project, then that 
would be the most useful. In other words, our interpretation of his 
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pronouncements about relations should inform our interpretation of his rewriting 
project rather than vice versa.
 
For example, Wong writes:
 
 
The doctrine that relations are abstractions entails that relational propositions do not have any 
additional content beyond that which can be expressed by subject-predicate propositions 
containing relational predicates.48 
 
As we have seen, the entailment is one-way.49 It would be a mistake to suppose 
that, because (1) relational propositions do not have any additional content 
beyond that which can be expressed by subject-predicate propositions containing 
relational predicates (which is the same thing as saying that relational 
propositions can be reduced to subject-predicate propositions containing relational 
predicates), it must be the case that (2) relations are abstractions. That is because 
if (1) is true, it is true in virtue of some general principle, but there are a number 
of general principles which could generate (1), and (2) is only one of these. 
Alternatives might include the belief that relations have extra-mental reality and, 
necessarily, invariably accompany relational properties, or the belief that relations 
are simply identical with relational properties. Leibniz apparently held (1), as we 
can see from a study of the rewriting project, but that would not have committed 
him to (2). If we want to attribute (2) to Leibniz instead of one of the alternatives 
which could equally support (1) then we must look beyond the rewriting project 
itself.  
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Inter-substantial relations and relational properties 
 
Leibniz’ “rewriting project” does tell us at least one important fact about Leibniz’ 
view of relational propositions, which is that he regarded (many of) them as 
fundamentally involving relational properties. In fact, for Leibniz, whatever truth 
a relational statement has comes from the fact that its subject has a relational 
property. If a relation is defined as something existing “between” the two relata, 
or somehow “in” both of them at once (an inter-substantial relation), Leibniz 
regards such as thing as wholly abstract, having no extra-mental reality at all. This 
is why he sometimes insists that relations are purely beings of reason. But he 
distinguishes between relations in that sense and the relational properties in virtue 
of which the mind creates such abstractions in the first place. Fundamentally, 
Leibniz’ view of relational properties is much like that of the scholastics. The 
difference is that where, as we have seen, the scholastics called relational 
properties “relations” and seem not to have thought much (if at all) about truly 
inter-substantial relations at all,50 Leibniz more typically uses the word “relation” 
only to refer to inter-substantial relations and is keen to stress that such things are 
abstract entities. Thus his language makes him seem more distant from the 
scholastics than he really is, because he also believes in the extra-mental reality of 
the things that they called relations, namely relational properties. 
 
This is the view that Leibniz expresses in one of his most famous passages on 
relations: 
                                                 
50
 See above, pp. 21-22. 
  126   
 
I do not believe that you will admit an accident that is in two subjects at the same time. My 
judgement about relations is that paternity in David is one thing, sonship in Solomon another, but 
that the relation common to both is a merely mental thing whose basis is the modifications of the 
individual.51 
 
As Mugnai has pointed out,52 Leibniz here is extremely close to the views of 
Jungius, even expressing himself in virtually identical language. Compare, for 
example, the following passage from Jungius: 
 
Sometimes we speak as though there were one relation between two terms, although in fact two 
relations should always be understood. Thus we say that there is friendship between Orestes and 
Pylades, when in fact the friendship that Orestes feels towards Pylades is one thing, and that which 
Pylades feels towards Orestes is another. So also partnership between two merchants, equality 
between two figures, distance between two bodies.53 
 
Jungius is happier than Leibniz to refer to relational properties as “relations”, but 
otherwise this is pretty much Leibniz’ doctrine as well. As I stated in the 
introduction, it lies outside the scope of this thesis to trace all of Leibniz’ 
antecedents.54 But we can note in passing that both Jungius and Leibniz are 
effectively repeating a scholastic commonplace. For example, tells us that 
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“relation” is a term that is applied to a substance with respect to something else,55 
and adds: 
 
…all relatives are predicated conversely with their correlatives. For example, the slave is the 
master’s slave, and the master is the slave’s master, and the bigger is bigger than the less, and the 
less is less than the bigger.56 
 
In other words, relations are properties of substances, not abstracta existing 
between them. We can find very similar views in Francisco Suarez, who also 
states that relations, properly understood, are accidents that subsist in one 
substance and have their terminus in another;57 and also in John of St Thomas, 
who states that a relation is an accident which inheres in a substance and has a 
term (ie, an external thing that it “points to”).58 
 
It is notable that Jungius considers relations such as equality and distance to have 
the same metaphysical makeup as friendship, given that Leibniz addresses 
relations of this sort in his other most well-known passage on relations: 
 
The ratio or proportion of two lines L and M can be conceived in three ways: as a ratio of the 
greater L to the smaller M, as a ratio of the smaller M to the greater L, and lastly as something 
abstracted from both of them, that is to say as the ratio between L and M, without considering 
which is the anterior and which the posterior, which the subject and which the object... In the first 
way of considering them, L the greater is the subject; in the second, M the smaller is the subject of 
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this accident which philosophers call relation. But which will be the subject in the third way of 
considering them?... we are bound to say that the relation in this third way of considering it is 
indeed outside the subjects; but that being neither substance nor accident, it must be a purely ideal 
thing.59 
 
Russell, commenting on this passage, states that Leibniz first seems to recognise 
the reality of relations as something distinct from substance and accident, before 
suddenly changing his mind and denying them altogether. Yet in fact Leibniz’ 
analysis in the passage in question seems quite straightforward.60 He is not 
changing his mind, but distinguishing between different meanings of the word 
“relation”. In one sense, it refers to something in the subject – an accident – which 
is “to” the other subject. That is a “relation” as the scholastics understood it. 
Leibniz explicitly calls this an “accident”. In the second sense, it is something 
thought of as existing “outside” or “between” the subjects, an inter-substantial 
relation. This is not an accident, since an accident, according to Leibniz, can exist 
in only one substance. Leibniz argues that the former kind of relation corresponds 
to something in reality while the latter does not. It is simply an abstraction, a 
mental object. This explains how we can reconcile a belief in the reality of 
relations with nominalism, as Leibniz seems to do. It is relations conceived as 
existing between objects, external to them, which are abstract and therefore, 
according to nominalism, have no reality outside the mind. Relations which 
individual things bear to other individual things, however, are real and concrete, 
just as other accidents are. Only if we think of relations simply as things existing 
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over and above their relata will we find a belief in their reality incompatible with 
a nominalist tendency. 
 
Leibniz, then, distinguishes between two meanings of “relation”, one of which is 
abstract and purely mental, and the other of which is concrete and real. This is 
precisely the same distinction that other philosophers in the scholastic tradition 
had been making for centuries. We have already seen, in chapter 2, the following 
passage by Henry of Ghent: 
 
...relation is considered in one way as a kind of interval and a certain medium; in another way it is 
considered as founded in its [two] termini... In the first way it is only in the intellect, as a universal 
abstracted from a particular. In the second way it is in the relata outside the mind.61 
 
McCullough, arguing that Leibniz’ view of relations is the same as Suarez’, adds: 
 
We make a mistake, then, if we do not understand that Leibniz, in the manner of Suarez, maintains 
that relations as universals, as concepts in the mind, are to be distinguished from relational 
properties, the perceptions of monads.62 
  
However, Leibniz also distinguishes between two kinds of abstract relations: 
 
Men... consider that several things exist at the same time, and they find in them a certain order of 
co-existence, in accordance with which the relation of one thing to another is more or less simple. 
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This is their situation or distance. When it happens that one of these co-existent things changes its 
relation to a number of others without their changing with regard to one another, and when another 
thing makes its appearance and acquires the same relation to the others as the first one had, we say 
that it has taken its place... For two different subjects, such as A and B, cannot have exactly the 
same individual affection... But the mind, not content with agreement, seeks an identity, a thing 
which is truly the same, and conceives it as outside these subjects; and this is what is here called 
place and space. This, however, can only be ideal, comprising a certain order wherein the mind 
conceives the application of the relations...63 
 
In other words, a relation which is conceived of as persisting between different 
subjects is abstract and purely mental. If A bears relation R to B, and then A is 
replaced by C, then the relation C bears to B is not numerically the same as the 
original one – but the mind, by abstraction, thinks that it is. Indeed, the product of 
this abstraction may be doubly abstract if the relation between A and B was 
thought to exist “between” and outside them, since this in itself is abstract, as we 
have already seen.  
 
There are, therefore, three kinds of relation, according to Leibniz: 
 
(1) Those thought of as “between” objects – a single relation between two 
objects. These are mental abstractions with no reality outside the mind. An 
example might be the marriage between person A and person B – something 
distinct from both of them, belonging to neither one more than to the other. 
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(2) Those thought of as persisting between different objects. These are also 
mental abstractions with no reality outside the mind. An example might be a 
monarchy. King A reigns over his subjects, but he dies and is replaced by B. B 
can, in a sense, be said to be continuing his father’s rule, and we can talk of a rule 
or a monarchy persisting throughout these changes. Leibniz considers place to be 
the prime example of a relation of this kind. 
 
(3) Those which are accidents, inhering in single subjects, pointing to others. 
An example is A’s state of being married to B, and B’s state of being married to A 
– two distinct accidents, each inhering in one subject and referring to the other. 
 
In those texts where Leibniz insists that relations have no extra-mental reality, he 
always seems to be speaking of those in class (1) or sometimes (2). For example: 
 
First of all, we must recognize that force is something absolutely real even in created substances 
but that space, time, and motion are of the nature of relations [de ente rationis] and are not true and 
real per se but only insofar as they involve the divine attributes such as immensity, eternity, and 
activity or the force of created substances.64 
 
This division of our thoughts into substances, modes and relations is pretty much to my liking. I 
believe that qualities are just modifications of substances, and that the understanding adds 
relations. More follows from this than people think.65 
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This unity of the idea of an aggregate is a very genuine one; but fundamentally we have to admit 
that this unity that collections have is merely a respect or relation, whose foundation lies in what is 
the case within each of the individual substances taken alone.66 
 
In each of these passages and others like them, the relations of which Leibniz 
speaks are those that are common to different substances, or are conceived as 
existing between them. They are inter-substantial relations, in other words, not 
relational properties. Note, in particular, that the last two quotations from the New 
essays both contrast the (purely mental) relations with the qualities of the relata: 
the latter have extra-mental reality while the former do not. But for Leibniz, 
relational properties would be categorised as qualities of the relata. For example, 
when he says that “qualities are just modifications of substances”, there is no 
indication that this excludes relational qualities; the relations which “the 
understanding adds” would thus be inter-substantial relations, added on the basis 
of relational properties. At least, if we read passages such as this in the light of 
those, examined above, where Leibniz distinguishes between inter-substantial 
relations and relational properties, that would seem to be the natural sense of 
them. 
 
We must also take into account those passages where Leibniz insists upon the 
reality of relations. In these, he seems always to be speaking of relational 
properties: 
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To coexist and to exist before or after are something real; they would not be, I admit, as matter and 
substances are commonly understood.67 
 
This means that, for Leibniz, whenever there is a relation between two things, 
those things must differ in their properties: 
 
...the person who understands and the person who is understood are, in a certain way, certainly 
two... for the very fact that the two between which there is a certain relation are in a certain 
manner different.68 
 
The two relata are presumably different because they have different relational 
properties – for example, X has the property of knowing Y and Y has the property 
of being known by X. There is no need to assume that the properties by virtue of 
which X and Y differ are non-relational, only that they are not wholly extrinsic. 
 
Nevertheless, inter-substantial relations of class (1) – and even the still more 
abstract relations of class (2) – are not simply made-up things, for two reasons. 
The first is that, although they exist only in minds, one of the minds they exist in 
is that of God, which is enough to confer a sort of reality upon them: 
 
It may be that dozen and score are merely relations and exist only with respect to the 
understanding. The units are separate and the understanding takes them together, however 
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scattered they may be. However, although relations are the work of the understanding they are not 
baseless and unreal. The primordial understanding is the source of things; and the very reality of 
all things other than simple substances rests only on the foundation of the perceptions or 
phenomena of simple substances.69 
 
This passage seems at first glance to say that all relations are merely mental and 
are real only because God understands them. But it is clear from the examples 
given that Leibniz is thinking of relations as abstractions existing outside 
substances. “Dozen” and “score” are prime examples of the second of the two 
kinds of abstract relations we saw, those which are held to persist even when their 
relata change.70 They are wholly extrinsic denominations – so extrinsic, in fact, 
that they do not denominate particular things but are applied to many. It is this 
kind of relation which Leibniz here proclaims to be mental. But they are not 
entirely unreal, because God perceives them as we do. 
 
The second and rather more sophisticated reason, which is also hinted at in this 
passage, is that the mind abstracts inter-substantial relations on the basis of 
something that has extra-mental reality (the relational properties of the things in 
question). We are told, for example: 
 
The relation results from the substance and the modes without itself creating any change, but only 
by virtue of a consequentia: it follows that the relation may in a certain sense be defined as a 
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creature of reason, though it is at the same time real, since all things are constituted by the 
operation of the highest intellect.71 
 
Here again Leibniz appeals to God’s mind as a guarantee of the reality of inter-
substantial relations (which is the kind of “relation” he is thinking of here, since 
he distinguishes it from both “the substance” and its “modes”, whereas in 
Leibniz’ ontology a relational property is a mode). But he also describes the inter-
substantial relation as a consequentia, presumably of the substance and its modes. 
In other words, the mind does not conjure up inter-substantial relations arbitrarily. 
Rather, they are determined by the substance and its modes, or perhaps some of 
those modes – the obvious candidates being its relational properties. Thus Leibniz 
is able to say that even though relations have no extra-mental reality, they still 
have truth even in the absence of any minds: 
 
...the relations of numbers are true even if there were no one to count and nothing to be 
counted...72 
 
Indeed, Leibniz thought that even abstract relations have enough reality, or at 
least truth, to be worthy objects of study. A ratio is an inter-substantial relation, 
but Leibniz considers ratios the subject of not merely a respectable branch of 
philosophy but the one in which he took the most interest: 
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Analysis is thus the science of ratios and proportions, or of unknown quantity, while arithmetic is 
the science of known quantity, or numbers.73 
 
Leibniz here contrasts ratios – as involving unknown quantities – to numbers – as 
involving known quantities. But numbers are relations as well, as the quote from 
the New essays on pp. 134-35 above indicates. In other words, both analysis and 
arithmetic are the study of abstract relations. In fact, relations of this sort have so 
much truth that Leibniz can go so far as to write, in a very Malebranchian vein: 
 
...there is nothing which is not subordinate to number. Number is thus a basic metaphysical figure, 
as it were, and arithmetic is a kind of statics of the universe by which the powers of things are 
discovered.74 
 
There is one passage where Leibniz seems at least to entertain the notion of inter-
substantial relations having extra-mental reality – the mysterious vinculum 
substantiale, or “substantial bond”, that he writes about in his correspondence 
with Des Bosses. Leibniz introduces the vinculum substantiale as a possible 
component of a physical substance, the thing that makes it a substance rather than 
simply an aggregate of monads and their phenomena; and he suggests that 
transubstantiation is a matter of this vinculum substantiale being changed while 
the monads and their phenomena persist. It is worth noting that Leibniz never 
commits himself to asserting that the vinculum substantiale actually exists – he 
limits himself to mooting it as a theory for anyone who agrees with him about 
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monads but who wants physical things to be real substances, not mere aggregates 
of monads and their phenomena.75 But what exactly is this vinculum substantiale? 
One interpretation is that it is a sort of inter-substantial relation. Leibniz writes: 
 
But over and above these real relations [i.e., duration, position, interaction] one more perfect 
relation can be conceived, a relation through which one new substance arises from many 
substances. And this will not be a simple resultant, that is, it will not be built up from true or real 
relations alone, but will add, besides, a certain new substantiality, that is, a substantial bond.76 
 
Fremont argues from this that Leibniz holds that the vinculum substantiale really 
is simply a relation.77 Look, however, points out that in this passage Leibniz 
contrasts the vinculum substantiale with what he calls the “real relations”.78 And 
indeed, we can see that, in this passage, the vinculum substantiale is quite a 
different sort of thing from inter-substantial relations as Leibniz normally 
conceives them; as we have seen, Leibniz believes them to be abstract entities 
which derive what reality they have from relational properties.79 The vinculum 
substantiale, by contrast, is supposed to bring something new to the table: it 
confers a sort of substantial reality upon the aggregate of monads which is not 
found in their relational properties. Look concludes that the result of Fremont’s 
interpretation “would be to make Leibniz a realist with respect to relations. And 
this he most certainly was not”80 – something which, as we have seen, is correct, 
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at least if “relation” is taken to mean “inter-substantial relation”. Thus it seems 
that whatever the vinculum substantiale is, it is not an inter-substantial relation, at 
least as Leibniz normally conceives of them. Indeed, the way in which Leibniz 
explicitly contrasts the vinculum substantiale with “a simple resultant” indicates 
that normal inter-substantial relations just are “simple resultants”, which is 
consistent with what we have seen of them so far. 
 
Leibniz thus presents a fairly consistent understanding of relations, at least in his 
explicit pronouncements on the subject. However, he does not use the 
terminology I have employed here (“relational properties” and “inter-substantial 
relations”). He usually refers to inter-substantial relations as simply “relations”, 
while relational properties are (or are closely associated with) “denominations”. 
Precisely what Leibniz means by “denominations”, however, especially those he 




The scholastics often called relational properties “extrinsic denominations” as 
well as “relations”, and Leibniz adheres to this usage. A denomination is a 
concept, so a thing’s complete concept will contain a (large) number of 
denominations. Leibniz never specifies precisely what he means by “intrinsic” 
and “extrinsic” denominations, but the idea seems to be that a concept is intrinsic 
inasmuch as it refers to properties that the subject itself possesses, and it is 
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extrinsic inasmuch as it refers to properties or substances outside the subject. In 
other words, an extrinsic denomination is a concept that matches a relational 
property. 
 
Note that I say that denominations are intrinsic or extrinsic “inasmuch as” they 
refer to things inside or outside the subject – for Leibniz, being intrinsic or 
extrinsic seems to be a matter of degree. Rather than conceive of denominations 
as divided into two classes, he seems to think of every denomination as being at 
least partially both intrinsic and extrinsic. He usually emphasises the fact that no 
denominations are wholly extrinsic, with passages such as these being typical: 
 
It follows further that there are no purely extrinsic denominations which have no basis at all in the 
denominated thing itself. For the concept of the denominated subject necessarily involves the 
concept of the predicate. Likewise, whenever the denomination of a thing is changed, some 
variation has to occur in the thing itself.81 
 
...there are no extrinsic denominations, and no one becomes a widower in India by the death of his 
wife in Europe unless a real change occurs in him.82 
 
There is an important ambiguity in these passages. On one interpretation, Leibniz 
is saying that every extrinsic denomination is also at least partly intrinsic. On an 
alternative interpretation, he means that every extrinsic denomination is 
accompanied by (and perhaps is founded upon) an intrinsic denomination. The 
                                                 
81
 First truths L 268 
82Distinguishing real from imaginary phenomena L 365 
  140   
latter interpretation seems to be the most common in the secondary literature 
(indeed, the notion that there exists an alternative seems not generally to be 
noticed). For example, Parkinson explains these texts like this: 
 
The point of saying that there are no purely extrinsic denominations seems to be that every 
extrinsic denomination is held by Leibniz to have a basis (fundamentum) in an intrinsic 
denomination.83 
 
And Wong writes that in these passages: 
 
...Leibniz is not merely claiming that relational predicates are derivable from subject concepts. He 




These passages suggest that a change in the relational properties of a substance must be 
accompanied by a change in its nonrelational properties. 
It does not seem too great a leap to infer that Leibniz believed the relational properties of a 
substance to be determined by its nonrelational properties. Given that a substance has a certain set 
of nonrelational properties (and perhaps certain other premises), it follows that the substance has a 
certain set of relational properties. Given changes in the nonrelational properties (and perhaps 
certain other premises), changes in the relational properties follow. This interpretation gives a 
natural sense to the claim that the relational properties of a substance have a foundation in its 
nonrelational properties.85 
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Certainly it would not be too great a leap to infer the contents of the second 
paragraph from the first – although it would still be a leap. And the theory 
described here does give a natural sense to the claim that relational properties are 
founded in non-relational ones. But is the view in the first paragraph Leibniz’ in 
the first place? I see no reason in the passages cited, or any others, to suppose that 
it is. Leibniz does not say that an extrinsic denomination cannot exist without an 
intrinsic one – he says that there are no purely extrinsic denominations at all. That 
is, an extrinsic denomination is also, at least in part, an intrinsic one as well. If we 
take this at face value, the point is not so different from his distinction between 
relational properties (which have extra-mental reality) and inter-substantial 
relations (which do not). An inter-substantial relation would be a purely extrinsic 
denomination, that is, a denomination without a subject. And for Leibniz, such a 
thing is nothing more than a being of reason. It is abstracted from relational 
properties. Indeed, at one point Leibniz gives the reality of relations as a reason 
for his belief that there are no purely extrinsic denominations: 
 
...in metaphysical strictness there is no wholly extrinsic denomination (denominatio pure 
extrinseca), because of the real connections amongst all things.86 
 
Why would the real connections amongst all things mean that there is no wholly 
extrinsic denomination? It must be because, for Leibniz, if relations are real, then 
they can only be relational properties; an inter-substantial relation necessarily has 
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no extra-mental reality because it is neither a substance nor an accident. The fact 
that relations are real, then, entails that they are relational properties, that is, 
denominations that are extrinsic (they refer to things outside the subject) but not 
wholly extrinsic (they are still properties of that subject). 
 
That explains why any change in relations must be accompanied by a change in 
properties – not because (real) relations are grounded or founded in properties, but 
because a change in (real) relations is a change in properties. When the relation 
between the husband in India and the wife in Europe changes, the husband really 
changes, that is, he loses some property (the property of being married to a 
particular person, or perhaps the property of being married to someone having 
certain characteristics) and acquires a new one (the property of not being married 
at all). But these properties that the husband is losing or gaining are not non-
relational. On the contrary, they are entirely relational, and the fact that they 
change is why his relations change. To change the example to the one Leibniz 
uses in his “rewriting project”: if Paris loves Helen, this means that Paris is a 
lover (he has a non-specific relational property). If Helen ceases to exist, then 
Paris loses that property. Being a lover is of course a real property, for Leibniz, 
and all that Leibniz says in the passages cited is that to cease being in a certain 
relationship with something is to lose a “real” property. He does not say that to 
cease being in a certain relationship with something is to lose a non-relational 
property. There seems to be no reason at all for attributing to Leibniz the view 
that to cease being in a certain relationship is to lose a non-relational property. 
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I suggest, then, that the first of the two interpretations of Leibniz’ comments 
about purely extrinsic denominations seems more reasonable. Leibniz is not 
saying that extrinsic denominations are always accompanied by (founded upon?) 
intrinsic ones; he is simply saying that all extrinsic denominations (at least, the 
ones that exist in reality) are at least partially intrinsic. That simply means that 
they are properties of a particular subject. They refer to things outside that 
subject, which is what makes them extrinsic, but they are still properties of that 
subject, which means they are not purely extrinsic. 
 
We shall consider the nature of concepts in more detail in chapter 6, but for now 
we can flesh out what this means in a little more detail if we remember that, for 
Leibniz, concepts are composed of other concepts, and so on down until one 
reaches perfectly simple concepts, conceptual atoms. An extrinsic denomination 
is a complex concept that contains a number of other, simpler concepts. It seems 
reasonable, then, that when Leibniz says that no denomination is purely extrinsic, 
this is another way of saying that among the concepts it contains are intrinsic 
ones. Indeed, in this way we can see a reconciliation between the two 
interpretations of these passages that I outlined above. In a way, Leibniz does 
believe that an extrinsic denomination is accompanied by an intrinsic one – it is 
simply that the intrinsic denomination is one of the concepts that compose the 
extrinsic one. It can be considered in its own right as a distinct denomination or, 
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in a wider context, as part of the more complex extrinsic one. Thus, Leibniz can 
write: 
 
To be in a place is not a bare extrinsic denomination; indeed, there is no denomination so extrinsic 
that it does not have an intrinsic denomination as its basis. This is itself one of my most important 
doctrines.87 
 
In a sense, then, it is right after all to say that extrinsic denominations are not 
purely extrinsic because they are accompanied by intrinsic ones; but we should 
understand that in the sense that the intrinsic denomination is one of the concepts 
that compose the extrinsic denomination, rather than simply sitting alongside it. 
 
So all extrinsic denominations are at least partly intrinsic: is it also the case that 
all intrinsic ones are at least partly extrinsic? Leibniz has less to say about this – at 
least explicitly – but he does make the following startling claim: 
 
...there is no term which is so absolute or so detached that it does not involve relations and is not 
such that a complete analysis of it would lead to other things and indeed to all other things. 
Consequently, we can say that “relative terms” explicitly indicate the relationship which they 
contain.88 
 
The claim seems to be that every concept corresponds to a relational property – in 
other words, all properties are relational, referring to things outside the subject. In 
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fact, every property not only refers to some external things, but to all external 
things. The claim is immediately reminiscent of Henry of Ghent’s insistence that 
all objects are fundamentally relational, but Leibniz cannot mean exactly the same 
thing by it. Henry’s version of the claim was based upon his insistence that 
relations are not accidents but modes, that is, fundamental ways of being. But for 
Leibniz, a “mode” is just an accident; he recognises no extra-mental realities other 
than substances and accidents. So he has no conceptual space for relations as 
“modes”, formally distinct from substances and accidents – and, as we have seen, 
he is clear that whatever reality a relation may have, it has in virtue of relational 
properties, which are accidents.89 
 
To see what Leibniz does mean by this comment, we need to look at two areas of 





Hintikka90 points out that Leibniz’ philosophy, and in particular his attempt to 
distance himself from Spinoza, depends upon his insistence that possibility is not 
the same thing as compossibility. We can conceive of two things, each of which is 
possible in itself, but which cannot co-exist; taken individually they are possible, 
but taken together they are impossible. For Leibniz, this notion is important, as it 
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is the basis for his belief that possible objects can be grouped into possible 
worlds. Each possible world is simply a “cluster” of compossible objects: every 
possible object is compossible with all the other things in its possible world, and 
incompossible with everything else.91 
 
According to Hintikka, however, incompossibility makes sense only if relations 
have extra-mental reality, if there is something more to them than just monadic 
predicates. Hintikka discusses this only briefly; d’Agostino provides a more 
thorough defence of this claim that Leibniz needs relations in order to explain 
incompossibility.92 Briefly, Leibniz believes all concepts to be built up of 
positive, simple terms, which are compossible – indeed, they must be, since they 
are, ultimately, the divine attributes. This would seem to suggest that all possible 
things are compossible., indeed, that all things are possible. We can expand on the 
system to allow for inconsistent (impossible) things by letting the simple concepts 
be negated. Thus, if a complete concept contains the concepts A and ┐A, it 
describes an impossible object. But any two possible objects could still coexist, 
because even if one contains A and the other contains ┐A they are still 
compossible as long as these concepts refer to nothing outside the subjects. The 
only way to allow for incompossibility as well is to have relational properties. If 
the concept of A in no way refers to that of B, and vice versa, then if A and B are 
possible they must be compossible. In other words, the principle of contradiction 
alone is not enough to make A and B incompossible. Only if A’s concept 
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mentions the non-existence of B, or of something answering to B’s description, or 
if B’s concept refers to A in the same way, can the principle of contradiction 
come into play, and they be incompatible. In other words, unless relations are 
real, individually possible things must be jointly possible. So, for example, there 
is no reason why two objects, each ten feet tall, should not coexist if each is 
possible. Only if one them is also such that it is the only thing which is ten feet 
tall – for example, if it is the tallest thing, or the shortest thing – can they not 
coexist. Therefore, to save his account of possibility, Leibniz seems committed to 
some sort of realist theory of relations. 
 
Might there be counter-examples to this argument? That is, might there be non-
relational properties that an object could possess which would entail which other 
objects could or could not exist? It seems that there might, if we consider that a 
stone precludes anything else from existing in the same place and the same time 
as itself, without having any relational properties (at least, none that is relevant). 
But such a counter-example seems dubious to me, and Leibniz would have 
rejected it. We can see that when we consider that simply being extended does 
not, in itself, prevent two objects from co-existing in the same place and time; we 
can imagine two ghostly stones which occupy the same place at the same time, 
like objects in a computer simulation with imperfect collision detection. Leibniz 
uses thought experiments of this kind to argue against the Cartesian view that the 
essence of material substance is extension: if it were, then we could not explain 
the fact that material objects cannot co-exist in the same place at the same time. 
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Leibniz calls the property in virtue of which material objects have this feature 
antitypia, meaning something like “repugnance” or “impenetrability”. And he 
notes that it cannot be explained by extension alone.93 
 
But antitypia seems to be a relational property. If an object possesses this 
property, no other object that also possessess it can exist in that place at that time. 
This seems to be structurally exactly the same as properties such as “being the 
tallest person in the world”. To possess such a property is to exclude certain other 
objects with certain properties from existing, which means that it is a relational 
property: it refers in some way to objects outside the substance in which it 
inheres. 
 
Koistinen and Repo argue that this position is inconsistent with Leibniz’ principle 
of the internality of individuation: “The individuation of a substance does not 
depend on its relations to other individuals but is dependent only on its internal 
features.”94 They defend that principle like this: 
 
The position that substances are individuated relationally seems absurd. Substances are things that 
enter into relations, and this seems to presuppose that they have their individuality somehow 
determinate before entering into these relations.95 
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But would Leibniz really accept that principle? Certainly Leibniz’ Law, for which 
there is plenty of textual support, involves the claim that any two individuals must 
be distinguishable on the basis of their properties, not simply their inter-
substantial relations. But there seems no reason to suppose that Leibniz cannot 
hold that relational properties can perform this role. Koistinen and Repo see 
Leibniz facing a dilemma: 
 
...on the one hand, he accepts the internality of individuation which excludes relations, but on the 
other hand, he needs relations in order to explain incompossibility...96 
 
It seems to me that Leibniz’ simplest way out of the dilemma is simply to say that 
the “internal features” by which one substance must be distinguished from 
another can include relational properties. We have seen that Leibniz denies the 
extra-mental reality of “extrinsic denominations”: all denominations are, for him, 
at least partly intrinsic, meaning that they are properties of particular substances.97 
In other words, we can distinguish between two versions of the principle of the 
internality of individuation: 
 
(I1) The individuation of a substance depends solely upon its internal features. 
 
(I2) The individuation of a substance depends solely upon its purely internal 
features. 
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Leibniz would indeed face a dilemma if he held I2, but even in the texts cited by 
Koistinen and Repo, he is committed only to I1. It is an assumption on the part of 
Koistinen and Repo themselves that Leibniz’ espousal of I1 commits him to I2. In 
fact, as we have seen, Leibniz apparently does not believe that wholly non-
relational properties even exist at all;98 so he could hardly suppose that they can 
form the only possible basis for individuation. 
 
In my view, the arguments given by Hintikka and especially d’Agostino seem 
persuasive: if Leibniz was serious about incompossibility, then he should have 
been a realist about relations. It does not follow from this that he was. Hintikka 
confines himself to the conclusion that, if Leibniz was not such a realist, then his 
philosophy was “inconsistent in an ironic manner”99 (presumably a more 
charitable conclusion than to say that he was inconsistent without realising it). 
However, Hintikka’s only explicit reason for supposing that Leibniz might have 
been inconsistent about relations is that his “rewriting project” implies that he 
thought relations have no extra-mental reality, a supposition which we have seen 
to be false.100 D’Agostino, for his part, argues that Leibniz was not inconsistent at 
all, and that he actually was a realist about relations, although his positive 
evidence for this is relatively slight.101 
 
                                                 
98
 See above, pp. 139-43. 
99
 Hintikka (1969) 161 
100
 See above, pp. 103-108. 
101
 See also Nachtomy (1998) 166-70 
  151   
In fact it seems to me that not only was Leibniz a realist about relations but that 
he recognised that relations are needed to explain incompossibility. In some texts, 
certainly, Leibniz admitted that he could not understand how two individually 
possible things could be jointly impossible,102 but in others he seems to draw the 
same conclusion as Hintikka and d’Agostino, that relations are the key. In the 
same letter quoted above, Leibniz considers the suggestion by his correspondent, 
Bourguet, that a possible object is one which could co-exist with everything that 
exists, and that to know whether it is possible or not, one would need to know its 
connections with everything else. Clearly such a suggestion is not acceptable to 
Leibniz, for whom possibility is an internal matter: an object is possible if and 
only if its concept is consistent, and other objects or their concepts are irrelevant 
to this. But he does accept Bourguet’s suggestion as an account of compossibility: 
 
I do not agree that, “in order to know if the romance of ‘Astrea’ is possible, it is necessary to know 
its connections with the rest of the universe.” It would indeed be necessary to know this if it is to 
be compossible with the universe, and as a consequence to know if this romance has taken place, 
is taking place, or will take place in some corner of the world, for surely there would be no place 
for it without such connections.103 
 
Here, then, Leibniz characterises compossibility in terms of “connections” 
between possible objects. For Leibniz, anything that is compossible with any 
actually existing object must also actually exist. This is the case for two reasons. 
The first is that every possible world is a cluster of compossible objects; it 
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consists of a number of objects which are all compossible with each other and 
only with each other, so anything that is compossible with a thing in that cluster 
will be a member of that cluster itself, and therefore part of that possible world. 
Thus, anything compossible with an object in the actual world is itself part of the 
actual world. The second reason is that anything which is compossible with actual 
things is itself actual, since it is better to have more things than fewer, other things 
being equal, and the actual world is the best possible one. So if we knew that 
“Astrea” is compossible with things we know to exist, we would know that 
“Astrea” existed too. This is why Leibniz states that if we knew “Astrea” to be 
compossible with the (actual) universe we would know that it actually happens. 
He agrees with Bourguet that knowledge of this compossibility would have to 
come from knowledge of “Astrea”’s “connections” to everything else in the 
universe. The word is vague, but a “connection” is at least some kind of relation. 
In other words, the compossibility of one possible thing with another is 
determined by (at least some) of the relations it bears towards that other thing. 
 
This text, then, suggests that he did understand compossibility as being 
determined in some way by relations. This is not important solely as evidence for 
Leibniz’ views on relations; as we shall see in chapter 5, it is also important for 
understanding how Leibniz views the nature of possibility itself.104 
 
Inter-relatedness and isolationism 
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Leibniz’ thought contains two themes which seem to contradict each other. On the 
one hand, he insists that all existing things are intimately connected to each other, 
so that whatever happens to one will affect all the others. But on the other hand, 
he also insists that everything that happens to a substance comes from within 
itself, that there is no causation between created things, and that the history of any 
substance would be the same if only itself and God existed. It seems that the first 
theme should commit Leibniz to the view that relations are real, while the second 
should tug him in the opposite direction. How can we resolve the tension, and 
how does it fit in with Leibniz’ views on relations? 
 
The connections of all things 
 
Interconnectedness, for Leibniz, exists at the physical, the metaphysical, and the 
logical levels. We shall consider the logical level – the intrinsically relational 
nature of concepts – in chapter 5.105 At the physical level, Leibniz accepts the 
Cartesian view that there is no vacuum, and infers from it that whenever any body 
moves, its neighbour must move, and so on until everything in the universe is 
affected.106 He also writes: 
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Every created individual substance exerts physical action and passion on all others. For if a 
change occurs in one, some corresponding change results in all others, because their denomination 
is changed.107 
 
This is consistent with what we have seen in connection with extrinsic 
denominations – for a monad to change relations with other things is for its 
denominations to change, because a relational property is a denomination, or at 
least corresponds to one. And the claim here is that all monads influence each 
other, so to change one is to change (some of) the relational properties that the 
others have. 
 
The story is similar at the metaphysical level. Monads, the true substances of the 
universe, “express”, “perceive”, or “mirror” each other, a claim that we will look 
at in a little more detail in the final chapter. What do the monads perceive? The 
answer is simple: everything else. Thus, every substance perceives the same 
object (namely, everything), but their perceptions are still qualitatively different, 
because they perceive that same object from different perspectives.108 There is 
some doubt in the secondary literature over whether Leibniz thinks that each 
monad perceives all the other monads, or the physical world, or both.109 Some of 
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his explicit statements suggest that they perceive the physical world,110 but he also 
suggests that each monad perceives the other monads as well.111 
 
Meanwhile, Leibniz talks quite happily, on this subject, about relations existing 
between substances. We have seen, for example: 
 
Now this mutual connection or accommodation of all created things to each other and of each to 
all the rest causes each simple substance to have relations which express all the others and 
consequently to be a perpetual living mirror of the universe.112 
 
He occasionally talks as though the reality of relations shows his theory of 
perception to be true. He says that perception and appetite “occur in all monads, 
for otherwise a monad would have no relation to the rest of the world”.113 
 
We should also bear in mind the following point. Leibniz repeatedly states that his 
system of pre-established harmony proves God’s existence, because only God 
would have the infinite wisdom and power necessary to set it up.114 But if this 
proof is to be remotely plausible, Leibniz must be certain that all substances are 
in harmony with each other, that this is not a “disharmonious” world. But he 
could not be certain of that if he did not think that the existence of any given 
(actually existing) substance necessitates the existence of all of the other (actually 
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existing) substances. That is, given one substance of a certain nature, the other 
substances that exist must be of a certain nature as well. So the proof depends 




Coupled with Leibniz’ insistence upon the mutual interdependence of all things is 
his equally striking insistence upon the independence of all things. Since a 
substance’s complete concept contains everything that happens to it, it seems to 
follow that everything that happens to it comes from its own nature. It is wholly 
internally determined, neither acting on nor being acted upon by any other created 
substances. Leibniz says: 
 
...each substance is like a world apart, independent of everything outside of itself except God. 
Thus all our phenomena, that is to say, all the things that can ever happen to us, are only the 
results of our own being.116 
 
The question whether Leibniz is really entitled to draw what we would consider 
metaphysical conclusions (our souls are marked, in some way, by everything that 
has ever happened to us and ever will do) from logical principles (anything that is 
true of us is part of our concept), and indeed whether he sees any distinction 
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between the two, is one that has exercised commentators but lies outside our 
scope here. It is worth pointing out that the different ways in which Leibniz 
presents the claim suggest that he has various different reasons for making it. In 
the Monadology, the famous claim that monads are windowless is presented as 
following from their perfect simplicity, a quite different sort of argument.117 
 
Is Leibniz inconsistent to say that everything that happens to a substance is a 
consequence of its own nature, while also holding that every substance is 
intimately connected to every other? Ishiguro concludes that Leibniz is simply 
befuddled: 
 
In any case, then, Leibniz was being clearly inconsistent when he wrote that the succeeding states 
of individual substances follow each other “as if there were nothing in the universe but God and 
itself.” It is incompatible with any standard interpretation of his mirror thesis, and not merely with 
my interpretation.118 
 
Ishiguro notes that the passage about “nothing... but God and itself” follows 
immediately from one where Leibniz has been talking about the interrelatedness 
of all things, making it seem all the more peculiar – we cannot simply put this 
down to his changing his mind, unless Leibniz was so fickle as to reverse his 
opinions from one paragraph to the next. Ishiguro therefore brands it a “strange 
mistake”.119 However, one way we can reconcile this, and Leibniz’ similar 
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comments about the windowlessness of monads or the source of all our 
experiences coming from within, with his “mirror thesis”, is to note that he is not 
simply saying contradictory things about relations in general; rather, he is talking 
about different sorts of relations. When Leibniz says that each substance is a 
world apart, he means that it is not subject to any causative action on the part of 
another substance (other than God). That is, it is a denial of causal interaction 
between created substances. That is perfectly consistent with monads having 
other, non-causal relations with each other, which can be as real as you like. 
Perhaps the clearest example of a non-causal relation which, in Leibniz’ universe, 
can hold between different substances is that of expression, which we shall 
consider in more detail in chapter 6.120 Others might include the relations of time 
and space, which Leibniz famously argues are purely relational.  
 
Also, consider more closely the well-known passage from the Monadology: 
 
There is also no means of explaining how a monad can be altered or changed within itself by any 
other created thing, since it is impossible to displace anything in it or to conceive of the possibility 
of any internal motion being started, directed, increased, or diminished within it, as can occur in 
compounds, where change among the parts takes place. Monads have no windows, by which 
anything could come in or go out.121 
 
In this passage, Leibniz is simply asserting that monads cannot affect each other: 
he says that it is impossible to tinker with the internal workings of a monad, 
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because it has none. When he says that monads have no windows, he means not 
that they have no means of seeing the outside world (a claim that obviously would 
be inconsistent with his constant assertions that monads perceive each other), but 
that nothing from the outside world can come in and affect them (just as nothing 
can pass out the other way, either). Perhaps doors would have been a better image 
than windows. What Leibniz is not saying here is that monads have no relations 
with other monads, or that the fact that one monad with certain properties exists 
cannot determine that another monad with certain properties (as opposed to a 
different possible monad lacking those properties) also exists. He is simply 
denying that there is any influence, in the literal sense of the word, between the 
monads. 
 
This seems to make most sense of the “God and itself” statement, in the context in 
which it comes. The whole passage is this: 
 
And thus, since our internal sensations, that is, those which are in the soul itself and not in the 
brain or in the subtle parts of the body, are merely phenomena which follow upon external events 
or, better, are really appearances or like well-ordered dreams, it follows that these perceptions 
internal to the soul itself come to it through its own original constitution, that is to say, through its 
representative nature, which is capable of expressing entities outside of itself in agreement with its 
organs – this nature having been given it from its creation and constituting its individual character. 
It is this that makes each substance represent the entire universe accurately in its own way and 
according to a definite point of view. And the perceptions or expressions of external things reach 
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the soul at the proper time by virtue of its own laws, as in a world apart, and as if there existed 
nothing but God and itself...122 
 
Leibniz is clear that the monad’s perceptions are indeed of other things, but they 
are not caused by those things (at least not directly). There seems to be no 
inconsistency here, unless one were to suppose that a perception must necessarily 
be directly caused by its object. And compare another passage where Leibniz 
makes the same point: 
 
...a monad, like a soul, is, as it were, a certain world of its own, having no connections of 
dependency except with God.123 
 
Here, Leibniz explicitly specifies that he is denying that monads have relations of 
dependency upon each other. Furthermore, he again uses the image of the monad 
being a “world” apart. This, then, is what he means when he uses that image in 
the other passage – a monad is a “world apart” because it has no causal relations 
with anything other than God. 
 
This, then, is what we may conclude from Leibniz’ views about the 
interconnectedness and self-sufficiency of all substances. His claims about 
interconnectedness do seem to commit him to the view that relational properties 
have extra-mental reality, that is, that there exist denominations that are not 
wholly intrinsic. And his claims about the self-sufficiency of substances does not 
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contradict this. Those claims are meant only to deny causal interaction between 
substances – they are not meant to deny the existence of any extrinsic 
denominations at all, only those of a certain class. In fact, Leibniz’ point is very 
like the one made by Henry of Ghent, to the effect that if A stands in a relation to 
B, then that may involve a sort of logical dependence, but this does not entail any 
kind of causal dependence. As we saw in the first chapter, Henry was responding 
to the argument that God cannot have any relations with creatures, because then 
he would depend upon them in some way, and that is impossible; Henry replied 
that a relation need not be one of causal dependence, and indeed in the case of 
God he has relations with his creatures in virtue of their dependence upon him, 
not vice versa.124 Similarly, Leibniz holds that substances may have properties 
which refer to other substances: their concepts contain denominations that are not 
wholly intrinsic. Indeed, he claims that no concept is wholly intrinsic, just as no 
concept is wholly extrinsic, either. But he does not infer from this that there are 
causal relations between these substances. There are relations of dependence 
between them, certainly, but this is only logical dependence, since all causal 





Leibniz turns out to have quite a complex position on relations, but one that seems 
largely consistent. If by “relation” we mean inter-substantial relations, understood 
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as things existing between substances or in more than one at once, they have no 
extra-mental reality. The mind abstracts them on the basis of substances’ 
relational properties. But they still have truth, because the relational properties do 
have extra-mental reality. All extrinsic denominations are at least partly intrinsic, 
in the sense that among the concepts which compose them are wholly intrinsic 
denominations. And all intrinsic denominations, similarly, contain extrinsic 
denominations. Since Leibniz believes that all concepts are ultimately analysable 
into simple concepts, he cannot literally believe that all extrinsic denominations 
contain intrinsic ones and vice versa, since then the analysis would be infinite. 
Presumably the claim covers only complex concepts, since simple ones contain no 
others. 
 
This means that Leibniz did hold, in some ways, the first element of the scholastic 
metaphysical “package” – the extra-mental reality of relations. In the next two 
chapters, we shall see not only the ways in which he held the other two elements – 
the existence of all things as ideas in the divine mind, and the way in which the 
perceiving mind is “informed” by the perceived thing – but the centrality of 
relations to these doctrines. 
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4 – Leibniz’ theory of ideas 
 
In 1946, Loemker published a paper on Leibniz’ theory of ideas in which he 
portrayed Leibniz as a Platonist – one, moreover, who was converted to Platonism 
at a fairly early age and remained a steadfast Platonist all his life even as his 
opinions on many other matters developed dramatically. Loemker writes that, 
according to Leibniz:  
 
It is the ideas... which make possible the whole range of man’s experience and social relations. 
The ideas are the basis of all science, particularly the complete science, the universal 
characteristic. Together with the complex order of creation which flows from them, they provide 
man with a range of experiences of various dimensions, and with the logical principles for 




We may summarize by saying that Leibniz’s doctrine of ideas is metaphysical, and designed to 
combine and systematize his three basic interests, universal order, individual freedom... and 
purposive force.2 
 
But more recently there has been a greater tendency to downplay Leibniz’ 
apparent Platonism. Jolley, for example, considers Leibniz’ surface realism about 
“ideas” to be nominalism in disguise: 
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...like Malebranche and Plato before him, Leibniz is prepared to say that there is an intelligible 
world in the mind of God; or, as Leibniz prefers to express it, God is the region of ideas... When 
Leibniz says that God is the region of ideas, he seems to be advancing a strong thesis: God is the 
region of infinitely many possible worlds, where possible worlds are constituted by complete 
concepts or ideas. But in fact, despite his “Platonic” language, it is a mistake to see Leibniz as a 
Platonist in this respect. As Mates observes, for all his fondness for talk of ideas, essences, and 
possible worlds, Leibniz is a nominalist who cannot countenance abstract entities as basic items of 
ontology.3 
 
Benson Mates agrees: 
 
Ideas, concepts, propositions, and so forth, are “in God’s mind,” but this does not mean that his 
mind is a kind of receptacle in which such entities reside or have some sort of shadowy existence. 
It means only that he “has” the ideas, which in turn means only that he has the capacity or 
disposition to think in certain ways.4 
 
How can we explain the existence of such divergent interpretations? It seems that 
much of the disagreement stems from the fact that Leibniz talks about “ideas” in 
at least two different, though connected, contexts. On the one hand, he talks about 
them in connection with created minds: “ideas” are something that we have. But 
on the other, he talks about them in connection with God: “ideas” are something 
in the divine understanding. To put it simplistically, the former use of the term 
shows Leibniz as a practitioner of the “new philosophy”, speaking the language of 
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Descartes and Locke, while the latter use shows Leibniz as a scholastic 
philosopher, speaking the Platonic language of Augustine. Furthermore, when he 
is talking about creaturely “ideas”, Leibniz does seem to be something of a 
nominalist; he argues, for example, that to say we have an innate idea of X is 
simply to say that we have an innate ability to think of X. It does not mean there 
is a discrete entity, “the idea of X”, which comes prepackaged in our minds at 
birth. But when he is talking about God’s “ideas”, Leibniz seems to be much more 
of a realist; in this context, ideas are not only objects inside God’s mind but they 
have an active role in creation, determining God’s choice of what kind of world to 
create. That, at least, is what a first reading of the texts in question suggests. 
 
It seems there are three possible solutions to this difficulty. First, we could 
interpret his texts dealing with God’s ideas in the light of his texts dealing with 
human ideas, and suggest that his apparently realist pronouncements about God’s 
ideas are really circumlocutions that hide a more nominalist view. Second, we 
could do the reverse, and interpret his texts dealing with human ideas in the light 
of those dealing with the divine ideas, suggesting instead that when Leibniz 
apparently reduces human ideas to the level of mere disposition this is actually 
only part of his full theory of their nature. And third, we could abandon any 
attempt to reconcile the two groups of texts, and conclude instead that Leibniz 
uses the term “idea” equivocally, depending on whether he is talking about God’s 
ideas or ours. 
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In this chapter, I suggest that the first strategy, although appealing for a number of 
reasons, does not do justice to Leibniz’ texts. In particular, it depends on an 
unnecessarily broad definition of “abstracta” in those passages where he denies 
that such things really exist, and on a too-simple reading of his account of ideas as 
“dispositions”. Moreover, this strategy overlooks an important theological 
position which Leibniz develops in his Theodicy and which would not work if the 
first strategy were an accurate representation of his theory of ideas. I argue instead 
that a combination of the second two strategies seems to yield a more consistent 
interpretation of Leibniz, in which case Loemker is right to regard him as some 
kind of Platonist. 
 
Ideas – realism or nominalism? 
 
Mates, and particularly Jolley, present the case for the first interpretation of 
Leibniz, according to which his statements on creaturely “ideas” are interpreted in 
a nominalist fashion and then used to determine the reading of his statements on 
divine “ideas”. What do we mean by “nominalist” in this context? Jolley explains 
that, whenever Leibniz seems to make “ideas” the subject of a proposition, he is 
speaking in a roundabout way about the mind in which these ideas supposedly 
inhere: 
 
Leibniz may allow us to talk of ideas, essences, and possible worlds, but he holds that when we do 
so, we are using expressions which are mere compendia loquendi; they are convenient, 
abbreviated ways of speaking which do not accurately describe reality. In metaphysical rigour 
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there are no abstract entities; there are only individual substances (including God) and their 
affections.5 
 
There are two reasons for attributing this view to Leibniz, at least as Jolley 
presents them. The first is Leibniz’ aversion to abstract entities, and the second is 
his definition of ideas as mere dispositions. We shall consider the “disposition” 
theory of ideas shortly.6 First, is it right to conclude from Leibniz’ nominalism 
that his talk of ideas is nothing but compendia loquendi? 
 
There is no doubt that Leibniz should be regarded as a nominalist in at least some 
sense. Mates gives a clear judgement on the matter: 
 
Leibniz... does not believe in numbers, geometric figures, or other mathematical entities, nor does 
he accept abstractions like heat, light, justice, goodness, beauty, space or time, nor again does he 
allow any reality to metaphysical paraphernalia such as concepts, propositions, properties, 
possible objects, and so on. The only entities in his ontology are individuals-cum-accidents, and 
sometimes he even has his doubts about the accidents.7 
 
Yet Leibniz talks about “concepts” and “ideas”. Are these not abstract entities? 
Mates comments: 
 
Leibniz emphasizes time and again that all of these individual concepts, and the rest of the “realm 
of ideas” are “ideas in the mind of God”; and he explains further than [sic] an idea, unlike a 
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thought (which is an actual occurrence at a given time), is a disposition to have certain thoughts if 
certain conditions are met. In other words, to have an idea is to be disposed to think in a certain 
way.8 
 
But is this really an accurate account of how Leibniz reconciles “ideas” with his 
nominalism? I think that not only does this solution to Leibniz’ problem fail to 
represent Leibniz’ own views accurately, but the very problem itself is not really 
present in his thought in the first place. The problem arises only if we assume a 
definition of “abstract entity” that includes ideas; or, to put it another way, if we 
assume that ideas must not be “individuals-cum-accidents”. 
 
Certainly Leibniz has no time for universals. These are his primary targets in his 
more “nominalist” texts, which Jolley and Mates both cite: 
 
It is well here to get rid of abstract concepts, since they are not necessary, and especially since 
there would result abstractions of abstractions. Thus in place of “heat” we shall consider “hot”; for 
otherwise one could next invent a “heatness”, and so on, ad infinitum.9 
 
Up to now I see no other way of avoiding these difficulties than by considering abstracta not as 
real things but as abbreviated ways of talking – so that when I use the name heat it is not required 
that I should be making mention of some vague subject but rather that I should be saying that 
something is hot – and to that extent I am a nominalist, at least provisionally... It suffices to posit 
only substances as real things and to assert truths about these.10 
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Leibniz seems invariably to give “heat” as an example of “abstracta”, suggesting 
that universal nouns are the paradigm case of abstract entities. Why does Leibniz 
dislike them so much? I suspect that much of his antipathy towards them stems 
from the fact that universals supposedly exist in many individuals at once, but 
Leibniz frequently states that an accident cannot have a foot in two camps. Only 
substances and their accidents exist; but “heat”, if it exists, is a sort of accident 
found in many hot things. As we have seen, this is also Leibniz’ reason for 
rejecting the reality of relations, understood as entities existing equally in two 
relata.11 
 
But why should ideas be swept aside by this criterion? Certainly Leibniz might 
not be willing to accept (say) “the idea of X” as something that can exist in many 
minds at once. He would want to distinguish between my idea of X, your idea of 
X, God’s idea of X, and so on. In other words, ideas as “types” would be abstract 
universals. But ideas as “tokens” need not be. The fact that “the idea of X”, 
distinct from different people’s ideas of X, is unacceptably abstract does not entail 
that different people’s ideas of X are also unacceptably abstract. To suppose that 
it does would be like saying that because “heat” is abstract and therefore unreal, 
so too are hot things. 
 
Even an idea of a universal could itself be real, just as a book about unicorns 
could be real. At one point, Leibniz writes: 
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...an idea expresses only a possibility: so even if parricide had never occurred, and even if no 
lawmaker had any more thought of speaking of it than Solon had, it would still be a possible crime 
and the idea of it would be real. For ideas are in God from all eternity, and they are in us too, 
before we actually think of them...12 
 
“Parricide”, clearly, is a universal, but Leibniz argues for the reality of the idea of 
it, in both God and created minds. Nevertheless, it is true that Leibniz usually says 
relatively little about ideas of universals and their reality; he is far more interested 
in ideas of particular things, whether actual or only possible. And the main reason 
for interpreting those ideas as abstractions, given by both Jolley and Mates, is the 
fact that Leibniz defines them as dispositions. 
 
So the rationale for attributing to Leibniz the view that ideas are abstract entities 
really boils down to the claim that, for Leibniz, ideas are just dispositions. Let us 
therefore turn to that claim next. 
 
Ideas as dispositions 
 
The definition comes in at least two slightly different forms. The first is that to 
have an idea of X is to be able to think of X: 
 
There are many things in our mind, however, which we know are not ideas, though they would not 
occur without ideas – for example, thoughts, perceptions, and affections. In my opinion, namely, 
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an idea consists, not in some act, but in the faculty of thinking, and we are said to have an idea of a 
thing even if we do not think of it, if only, on a given occasion, we can think of it.13 
 
The second is that to have an idea of X is not simply to be able to think of X, but 
to have some kind of tendency to do so: 
 
Knowledge, ideas and truth can be in our minds without our ever having actually thought about 
them. They are merely natural tendencies, that is dispositions and attitudes, active or passive, and 
more than a tabula rasa.14 
 
As a matter of fact, our soul always does have within it the disposition to represent to itself any 
nature or form whatever, when an occasion arises for thinking of it. I believe that this disposition 
of our soul, insofar as it expresses some nature, form, or essence, is properly the idea of the thing, 
which is in us and is always in us whether we think of it or not.15 
 
It seems that we already have something of a tension here in Leibniz’ use of 
“idea”, since to have a faculty is not the same thing as to have a tendency. Perhaps 
we can put this down to nothing more than a difference in emphasis. The Latin 
facultas, which Leibniz uses, is more wide-ranging than the English “faculty”, 
suggesting not simply ability but opportunity (of an act) or stock or abundance (of 
a thing). His references to “dispositions” and “tendencies” should therefore be 
interpreted as attempts to narrow down this wide range. More importantly, are 
these supposed to be definitions of “idea” or simply descriptions of the 
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circumstances under which one has an idea? And if they are definitions, are they 
exhaustive ones? That is, Leibniz could mean to make one of the following 
claims: 
1. If you have an idea of X, you will have a tendency to think of X. 
2. To have an idea of X is simply the same thing as to have a tendency to 
think of X. 
Moreover, whichever of (1) or (2) he means, it is not clear if the claim is meant to 
apply to all kinds of ideas, or only some. Some commentators not only attribute 
(2) to Leibniz but credit him with a highly consistent account, according to which 
(2) is a definition that applies to all ideas. Jolley, for example, writes: 
 
...Leibniz is much clearer, or at least more consistent, than Descartes in holding that the term 
“idea” is to be understood in a dispositional, not an episodic or occurrent, sense. To say that I have 
an idea of x is to say that I have a mental disposition to think of x in such and such circumstances; 
the idea is thus to be distinguished from the actual thinking of x.16  
 
It seems to me that Leibniz is a lot less clear than this suggests. For one thing, 
some of Leibniz’ statements on the matter, although apparently unequivocal, are 
still rather ambiguous. Consider the following, for example: 
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This is how ideas and truths are innate in us – as inclinations, dispositions, tendencies, or natural 
potentialities, and not as actualities; although these potentialities are always accompanied by 
certain actualities, often insensible ones, which correspond to them.17 
 
Leibniz seems here to be saying that “ideas and truths” are identical with 
“inclinations, dispositions, tendencies, or natural potentialities”. But in fact all he 
says is that ideas are innate in us as inclinations etc. That is, to say that an idea is 
innate in us is to say that we have certain dispositions; it does not follow from this 
that an idea just is a certain disposition. He does not say that that is what it is in its 
own nature. Indeed, in this passage, he contrasts this way of innate being, as 
potentiality, with actuality. Is he contrasting ideas, which are necessarily 
potentialities, with something else, which are actualities? Or is he contrasting 
ideas as potentials with ideas as actuals? 
 
Perhaps the actualities mentioned here are simply thoughts. So to have an idea of 
X is to tend to think of X. However, there is a problem with this interpretation. 
Leibniz frequently insists that we do not have ideas of impossible objects.18 Yet, 
at the same time, we can have thoughts about impossible objects: 
 
Nor is the remark valid which, as I recall, Descartes made somewhere to the effect that, when we 
speak of something with an understanding of what we say, we have an idea of the thing. For it 
often happens that we combine things that are incompatible, as when we think of a most rapid 
motion, which is certainly impossible, and hence not an idea; and yet we may speak of it, 
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understanding what we mean. For I have elsewhere explained that we often think only confusedly 
of what we are talking about, and we are not conscious of the existence of an idea in our mind 
unless we understand the thing and analyze it sufficiently.19 
 
But if, for Leibniz, we can think of something without having an idea of it, then 
we can surely have a faculty, and even a tendency, to do so. Clearly Leibniz is 
committed to the claim that we have the faculty of thinking of impossible objects, 
since he thinks that we do precisely that; and there seems no reason why 
somebody should not have a tendency to do it, too. Indeed, Leibniz states that “it 
often happens” that we do this. But if all this is true, then to have an idea of X 
cannot be simply identical with having a disposition to think of X, since the latter 
is possible without the former. 
 
There is a further problem with interpreting Leibniz’ “dispositional” statements as 
exhaustive definitions of “idea”, and this is that he thinks that ideas can be 
composite. As we shall see in the next chapter, Leibniz normally speaks of 
“concepts” as being simple or composite, with the latter being composed of the 
former;20 but he sometimes says this of ideas too: 
 
Ordinarily, when ideas are thoroughly understood, their agreements and disagreements are 
apparent. Yet I admit that some of them are so composite that great care is needed to bring out 
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what is concealed in them, and consequently certain agreements and disagreements may remain 
obscure.21 
 
But if an idea is nothing but an ability or tendency to think of something, it is very 
hard to see how it could be composed of other ideas. Certainly one could have 
several different such abilities at the same time – say a tendency to think of X and 
also a tendency to think of Y. But does it make sense to speak of a disposition as 
being composed of other dispositions? Perhaps sometimes it does: for example, to 
say that someone has a disposition to be angry might mean that they have a 
disposition to turn red, a disposition to shout, and so on, and that they have a 
disposition to do all these things at once. Similarly, perhaps to have a complex 
idea that is made up of the ideas of X, Y, and Z – understanding ideas to be 
simply dispositions – would be to have a disposition to think of X, another 
disposition to think of Y, and another disposition to think of Z, all at the same 
time. The final phrase would be needed to distinguish this situation from that of 
simply having the simple ideas and not the complex idea as well. 
 
But according to Leibniz, it is possible to analyse compound ideas: 
 
The definition of a compound idea... is an analysis of it into its parts, just as a demonstration is 
nothing but the analysis of a truth into other truths which are already known.22 
 
                                                 
21
 NE 375 
22
 Letter to Herman Conring, 19 March 1678 L 187 
  176   
Leibniz’ language here – of an idea with “parts” – seems hard to reconcile with a 
theory of ideas as solely dispositions. Even if such a reconciliation is possible, we 
find no attempt at it in Leibniz; but if he really thought that ideas are simply 
dispositions, and that they can be composed of other ideas, we might expect him 
to explain how these two claims are consistent. 
 
In his paper What is an idea?, from which some of these passages are taken, 
Leibniz seems explicitly to be seeking a definition of ideas rather than simply 
characteristics they happen to have. That is implied by the very title. What we 
have seen, however, suggests that when Leibniz describes ideas in a dispositional 
way, this is not an exhaustive definition. If you have an idea, but are not thinking 
about it, then it exists in you as potentiality; thinking of X will make your idea of 
it actual. So this is a half-definition of an idea – a definition of unthought ideas; it 
does not tell us what an idea is when it is being thought of. Indeed, after 
introducing the “disposition” account, Leibniz goes on to say: 
 
That the ideas of things are in us means therefore nothing but that God, the creator alike of the 
things and of the mind, has impressed a power of thinking upon the mind so that it can by its own 
operations produce ideas which correspond perfectly to what follows from the nature of things.23 
 
In this passage, Leibniz distinguishes the “power of thinking” which God gives 
the mind from the ideas that the mind, endowed with this power, then goes on to 
produce. By speaking of this “power of thinking”, Leibniz intends here to explain 
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what it means to say that “the ideas of things are in us”; he is not providing an 
exhaustive definition of “idea”. This is also what we find in this passage: 
 
Of course the idea of the present state of the body is always in the soul, but it is not simple and 
hence not purely passive but is combined with a tendency toward a new idea arising out of the 
earlier one, so that the soul is the source and foundation of the different ideas of the same body, 
which arise according to a prescribed law.24 
 
Here, ideas are what emerge from tendencies, rather than being identical to 
tendencies. And we can interpret the following passage in a similar way: 
 
...thoughts are actions, whereas items of knowledge (or truths), in so far as they are within us even 
when we do not think of them, are tendencies or dispositions; and we know many things which we 
scarcely think about.25 
 
Leibniz is not explicitly talking about ideas here, but the account seems to be 
quite similar: “items of knowledge (or truths)” are “tendencies or dispositions” 
“in so far as they are within us even when we do not think of them”. That is, to 
know something when you’re not thinking of it is to have a disposition to think of 
it. But it does not follow that the definition of knowledge itself can be given in 
solely dispositional terms. Rather, to have a disposition is part of what it is to 
know something. 
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We find confirmation of this, again, when Leibniz speaks of the mind as the 
source of ideas: 
 
In the soul there is an adequate idea of matter, yet the soul is not, for me, the idea of matter itself 
but the source of ideas for itself and in itself – ideas born of its own nature but representing the 
different states of matter in order. An idea is, so to speak, something dead and unchangeable in 
itself, as is a figure; soul is rather something living and full of activity; and in this sense I do not 
say that it is any one idea which tends to change out of itself, but only various ideas succeeding 
each other, one of which can, however, be derived from another. But in another sense of the word, 
I could say that in some way the soul is a living or substantial idea or, more correctly, that it is an 
“ideating” substance.26 
 
Of course, the mind could be the source of its own dispositions; this passage does 
not necessarily entail that ideas are not identical with dispositions. But it does 
seem to support the claim that Leibniz distinguishes between an idea qua thing 
thought about and an idea qua thing that could be thought about. 
 
Ideas as objects 
 
The interpretation I have suggested so far is consistent with other comments that 
Leibniz makes about “ideas” which seem extremely hard to reconcile with an 
interpretation of the “disposition” statements as definitional. For example, Leibniz 
speaks of ideas as the objects of thought. He reports Locke’s definition of an idea 
as anything we think about, and comments: 
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I agree about that, provided that you add that an idea is an immediate inner object, and that this 
object expresses the nature or qualities of things. If the idea were the form of the thought, it would 
come into and go out of existence with the actual thoughts which correspond to it, but since it is 
the object of thought it can exist before and after the thoughts.27  
 
The point is that ideas are distinct from the thoughts of which they are the 
immediate objects. Descartes had suggested that ideas are what give form to 
thought,28 which would mean that they are nothing more than features of 
thoughts. But Leibniz rejects this, since if the idea is the object of an action then it 
is really distinct from that action, and can exist even when that action is not being 
performed. He thus prefers Locke’s way of speaking, according to which ideas are 
more like the furniture of the mind: lying around in there whether they are being 
thought of or not. And this accords with what he writes elsewhere: 
 
...by the term idea we understand something which is in our mind.29 
 
Nevertheless, Leibniz subjects Locke’s notion of “idea” to some criticism. He 
repeatedly reprimands Locke for confusing ideas with images: 
 
These two geometries, the blind man’s and the paralytic’s, must come together, and agree, and 
indeed ultimately rest on the same ideas, even though they have no images in common. Which 
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shows yet again how essential it is to distinguish images from exact ideas which are composed of 
definitions.30 
 
As this passage suggests, Leibniz prefers to assimilate ideas to definitions, if 
anything. Thus he speaks of the “idea or definition” of a parabola31. He also talks 
of “a clear and distinct intuition, which Plato called an idea, and which, when 
expressed in words, is the same as a definition”32. We will see more of definitions 
in the next chapter, but for now we can note that it is surely not possible to give a 
plausible dispositional definition of “definition”. Consider, for example, the 
following important passage: 
 
...gold is a metal which resists cupellation and is insoluble in aquafortis; that is a distinct idea, for 
it gives the criteria or definition of “gold”. But it is not a perfect idea, because we know too little 
about the nature of cupellation and about how aquafortis operates. The result of having only an 
imperfect idea of something is that the same subject admits of several mutually independent 
definitions: we shall sometimes be unable to derive one from another, or see in advance that they 
must belong to a single subject, and then mere experience teaches us that they do belong to it 
together. Thus, “gold” can be further defined as the heaviest body we have, or the most malleable, 
and other definitions could also be constructed; but only when men have penetrated more deeply 
into the nature of things will they be able to see why the capacity to be separated out by the above 
two assaying procedures is something that belongs to the heaviest metal. Whereas in geometry, 
where we do have perfect ideas, it is another matter. We can prove that closed plane sections of 
cones and of cylinders are the same, namely ellipses; and we cannot help knowing this if we give 
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our minds to it, because our notions pertaining to it are perfect ones. I regard the perfect/imperfect 
division as merely a subdivision within distinct ideas...33 
 
Ideas can be perfect or imperfect, and the difference between them is cashed out 
in the number of definitions they yield. If you have a perfect idea of X then you 
understand X perfectly, and your definition of X contains everything there is to 
know about it. If you have only an imperfect idea of X, by contrast, your 
definition may be good enough to recognise X (that is, it would not apply to 
anything else as well) but it will not contain all there is to know about it. 
 
Equally significant is the fact that Leibniz thinks that ideas (or at least some of 
them) resemble their objects: 
 
[Bayle] is persuaded, with the modern Cartesians, that the ideas of the perceptible qualities that 
God gives (according to them) to the soul, occasioned by movements of the body, have nothing 
representing these movements or resembling them. Accordingly it was a purely arbitrary act on 
God’s part to give us the ideas of heat, cold, light and other qualities which we experience, rather 
than to give us quite different ideas occasioned in the same way. I have often wondered that 
people so talented should have been capable of relishing notions so unphilosophic and so contrary 
to the fundamental maxims of reason. For nothing gives clearer indication of the imperfection of a 
philosophy than the necessity experienced by the philosopher to confess that something comes to 
pass, in accordance with his system, for which there is no reason.34 
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We shall see in the final chapter how Leibniz understands this relation of 
similarity.35 For now, what can we conclude so far about ideas according to 
Leibniz? Ideas are objects of thought: they are things that exist in the mind, to 
which thoughts are directed. They are distinct from thoughts and should not be 
conceived of simply as the “form” of a thought, since they persist even when they 
are not being thought of. This is because an unthought-of idea exists as a 
disposition to think of it. Thus, although ideas exist as objects of thought when 
they are being thought of, they are not “things” that sit around inside the mind 
waiting to be thought of – for if Leibniz believed this then he would not need the 
“disposition” account at all. In other words, we seem to have a very peculiar 
theory: on the one hand, ideas are objects when they are being thought of, but 
they are only dispositions when they are not being thought of. What is the 
explanation for this? 
 
God and human ideas 
 
It seems to me that the best solution lies in Leibniz’ understanding of God’s role 
in cognition. Leibniz is quite consistent in rejecting Malebranche’s thesis that our 
ideas actually exist in God, not in us at all, and that to think about something we 
have to contemplate it quite literally in God, as if through binoculars.36 Yet, at the 
same time, Leibniz does offer qualified support to Malebranche: 
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...it can be said that because of the divine concourse which continuously confers upon each 
creature whatever perfection there is in it, the external object of the soul is God alone and that in 
this sense God is to the mind what light is to the eye. This is that divine truth which shines forth in 
us, about which Augustine says so much and on which Malebranche follows him.37 
  
How can this be? Leibniz’ answer seems to be that the mind does not literally 
“contain” an idea, conceived as something distinct from itself; rather, an idea is a 
modification of the mind, or a quality it possesses. This is made clear when 
Leibniz muses on how Malebranche’s theory must be modified: 
 
...even if we saw all things in God, it would still be necessary to have our own ideas also, not in 
the sense of some kind of little copies, but as affections or modifications of our mind, 
corresponding to the very object we perceive in God.38 
 
Why must Malebranche be wrong? Because to think of anything at all is to have 
an idea in your own mind – that is, to have your mind modified in some way. If 
we were to perceive God’s ideas, then that very act of perception would involve a 
modification of our own minds, and that is what it is to have an idea. As Leibniz 
puts the matter in another context, “An idea is that by which one perception or 
thought differs from another with respect to its object.”39 
 
We need to pay attention to the careful formulation of that sentence: an idea is 
“that” by which thoughts differ “with respect to” their objects. This may imply 
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that an idea is simply the object of a thought, but Leibniz does not say precisely 
that. Yet did he not say that he agreed with Locke that an idea is the object of 
thought? Furthermore, what could make different ideas differ with respect to their 
objects, if not their objects themselves? But in the passage we saw earlier, Leibniz 
writes that “an idea is an immediate inner object, and that this object expresses the 
nature or qualities of things”.40 In other words, there is a distinction between the 
immediate, inner object and the mediate, outer object. The inner object expresses 
the outer object. The mind turns its attention directly to the inner object, and in so 
doing turns it indirectly to the outer object, since the former expresses the latter. 
So ideas (the inner objects) are modifications of the mind in virtue of which 
thoughts differ with respect to their outer objects. 
 
So we seem to have ended up with a fairly Lockean-style representation theory of 
thought, with a distinction between the direct and the indirect objects of thought, 
combined with a caveat that we must conceive of the former as only a mode of the 
mind, rather than a distinct item sitting inside it as Locke’s account might imply. 
The direct object is not the form of the thought – it is its object – but still, when 
unthought of, it exists as a disposition to think in a certain way. 
 
But Leibniz’ use of God in all this distinguishes him from Locke and takes him in 
a more Malebranchean direction: 
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I am convinced that God is the only immediate external object of souls, since there is nothing 
except him outside of the soul which acts immediately upon it. Our thoughts with all that is in us, 
insofar as it includes some perfection, are produced without interruption by his continuous 
operation... And it is thus that our mind is affected immediately by the eternal ideas which are in 
God, since our mind has thoughts which are in correspondence with them and participate in them. 
It is in this sense that we can say that our mind sees all things in God.41 
 
Thus, the mediate nature of external objects of thought is a result of the fact that 
they do not act on the mind. God is an immediate external object because he does 
so act. 
 
It is also only by virtue of the continual action of God upon us that we have in our soul the ideas 
of all things; that is to say, since every effect expresses its cause, the essence of our soul is a 
certain expression, imitation, or image of the divine essence, thought, and will and of all the ideas 
which are comprised in God. So it can be said that God alone is our immediate object outside of us 
and that we see all things through him; for example, when we see the sun and the stars, it is God 
who has given us and preserves in us the ideas of them and who determines us, through his 
ordinary concourse, actually to think of them at the moment when our senses are set in a certain 
manner, in conformity with the laws which he has established.42 
 
So created minds have ideas for two reasons. The first is that because minds are 
created by God, they resemble him, just as the effect resembles its cause; thus, 
like God, minds have thought and will, and come stocked with ideas. And, 
second, God acts on created minds to give them ideas: 
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God has ideas of substances before creating the objects of the ideas, and there is nothing to prevent 
him from passing such ideas on to intelligent creatures.43 
 
As we have seen, Leibniz rejects the notions that our ideas are simply little copies 
of God’s.44 However, our ideas do have key similarities to God’s: 
 
And when God displays a truth to us, we come to possess the truth which is in his understanding, 
for although his ideas are infinitely more perfect and extensive than ours they still have the same 
relationships that ours do.45 
 
And this means, finally, that God’s ideas are the archetypes for our own: 
 
[The divine understanding] is where I find the pattern for the ideas and truths which are engraved 
in our souls. They are engraved there not in the form of propositions, but rather as sources which, 
by being employed in particular circumstances, will give rise to actual assertions.46 
 
Thus, for a human being to have an idea is to exist in a certain relation to God’s 
ideas. Clearly, the word “idea” is not used univocally when speaking of God and 
created minds. For example, for a created mind to think of an idea is for that mind 
to be affected (by God); but God is not affected by things outside him in the same 
way. Furthermore, it would be very hard to reconcile the dispositional element of 
Leibniz’ account of creaturely ideas with divine timelessness. Would it make 
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sense to ascribe dispositions to a timeless being? It seems to me that there can be 
a way in which a timeless God could have dispositions, if these are dispositions to 
act. For example, suppose we witness a number of miracles in which God answers 
someone’s prayer. We might conclude that God has a disposition to answer that 
person’s prayer. And we could say that even if we believe that God is timeless, 
because the effects of God’s timeless will to answer that person’s prayers occur 
within time.47 But it is hard to see how we could speak in the same way of God’s 
thoughts. If God thinks about X, then he thinks about it timelessly, and that is it; 
we cannot say that he thinks about X on one occasion and again on another. There 
is no pattern to God’s thoughts in the way that there could be with his actions, 
because the temporal element is wholly missing. He either thinks of X timelessly 
or he does not think of X at all. 
 
What, then, are God’s ideas, and how do they relate to our own? 
 
Ideas in the mind of God 
 
When Leibniz speaks of the contents of the divine understanding, his language 
sometimes becomes rather confusing. In fact he identifies a number of kinds of 
items within God’s mind. We have already seen “ideas”. But he also speaks of 
“possibles” or “possibilities”48 and “essences”49. Sometimes we hear of 
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“possibilities or essences”50, suggesting that these are different names for the 
same things. We also hear of “ideas of the possibles”51, suggesting that ideas and 
possibles are not identical, although they are closely linked. But we also hear of 
an “essence or idea”52, apparently identifying these two things. At least some of 
these statements must therefore be read loosely, since it cannot be the case that 
possibles are identical with essences, essences are identical with ideas, and that 
ideas are not identical with possibles.  
 
Should we conclude that all the identity statements are not to be taken literally, 
and that these are all quite distinct entities existing in God’s understanding? This 
would surely be an implausible theory to attribute to Leibniz. Why give God at 
least three sets of mental objects, all expressing each other, when he could get by 
with just one? Perhaps, then, “possibles”, “ideas”, and “essences” are really 
different words for the same things; but a simple identification would not explain 
the different ways in which Leibniz uses these terms and the passages where he 
seems to distinguish between them. The best answer might be that Leibniz uses 
these terms to refer to the same realities, but in different ways, depending on the 
function of the things in question. Consider, for example, the following passage, 
in which Leibniz addresses the claim that if a person’s entire career is determined 
by his or her essence, God would not be able to act upon that person after creating 
him or her: 
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God has ordered all things beforehand once for all, having foreseen prayers, good and bad actions, 
and all the rest; and each thing as an idea has contributed, before its existence, to the resolution 
that has been made upon the existence of all things; so that nothing can be changed in the universe 
(any more than in a number) save its essence or, if you will, save its numerical individuality.53 
 
So any miracles which a person will experience are already part of that person’s 
idea. But notice how Leibniz speaks of “each thing as an idea”; the implication is 
that we can also speak of that thing using other language too. It seems that 
Leibniz wants to call possibilities or essences “ideas” when he is thinking about 
how God understands and reacts to them: in this case, the “idea” affects God’s 
“resolution”. This also sheds light on the following passage: 
 
Ideas are in God insofar as the most perfect being consists in the conjunction of all absolute forms 
or possible perfections in the same object. But from this conjunction of possible simple forms 
there result modifications, that is, ideas, as properties from essence.54 
 
Here, Leibniz shies away from simply identifying God’s ideas with “all absolute 
forms or possible perfections”; rather, he suggests that God has ideas inasmuch as 
those forms are found in him. On the interpretation I suggested above, God’s 
ideas are actually those forms, but understood in relation to God’s understanding 
and will rather than in relation to pure possibility. Thus, Leibniz also writes: 
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Others have united God and Nature. This can be given a reasonable meaning. God will be the 
Understanding; and the Necessity, that is, the essential nature of things, will be the object of the 
understanding, in so far as this object consists in the eternal verities. But this object is inward and 
abides in the divine understanding.55 
 
Here, “essence” or “nature” is the object of God’s understanding, to the extent 
that it “consists in the eternal verities”, that is, is an idea. And, indeed, Leibniz 
does write as if possibles themselves are the direct objects of God’s 
understanding: 
 
The wisdom of God, not content with embracing all the possibles, penetrates them, compares 
them, weighs them one against the other, to estimate their degrees of perfection or imperfection, 
the strong and the weak, the good and the evil. It goes even beyond the finite combinations, it 
makes of them an infinity of infinites, that is to say, an infinity of possible sequences of the 
universe, each of which contains an infinity of creatures. By this means the divine Wisdom 
distributes all the possibles it had already contemplated separately, into so many universal systems 
which it further compares the one with the other.56 
 
Yet these “possibles” exist only in God’s understanding; they do not have any 
independent existence. Leibniz is so clear on this that he uses it as the basis for an 
argument for God’s existence: 
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It is also true that the source not only of existences but also of essences is in God, insofar as these 
essences are real or insofar as there is something real in possibility. This is because the 
understanding of God is the region of eternal truths or of the ideas upon which they depend and 
because without him there would be no reality in possibilities – not only nothing existent but also 
nothing possible. 
For if there is a reality in the essences or possibilities, or in the eternal truths as well, this reality 
must be founded on something existent and actual, and therefore in the existence of a necessary 
being, in whom essence includes existence or in whom it is enough to be possible in order to be 
actual.57 
 
The argument, in its clearest form, rests upon the claim that eternal truths are true 
in virtue of the reality of the possibles with which they are concerned. For 
example, it is true that the angles of a triangle add up to 180 degrees only if 
triangles (which are possible objects) have some kind of reality, irrespective of 
whether they actually exist or not (and in this case, Leibniz would say that in fact 
none of them does58). But possibles can be real only if there is a necessary being 
in whose essence they reside. And eternal truths are indeed true (a hidden 
premise, at least in the version of the argument quoted above). Therefore there is 
such a being. 
 
The argument, and the theory of possibility which underlies it, raise a number of 
knotty problems. Perhaps the most immediate is the question of priority. Which 
comes first, the possibilities, or God’s understanding? If God is said to understand 
something, then it seems that the thing being understood must have some kind of 
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priority, even if it is only logical priority. If I understand something that comes 
solely from myself, then I have simply made it up. But, on the other hand, if the 
thing understood has logical priority over God, then there seems no point in 
invoking God to explain its reality. The problem is structurally similar to the 
familiar Euthyphro dilemma: either pious acts are pious because God commands 
them (in which case God acts arbitrarily), or God commands them because they 
are pious (in which case God is not needed to explain what makes them pious).59 
Leibniz’ answer to the Euthyphro problem, which he repeats a number of times, is 
that God commands pious acts because they are pious, not vice versa, for 
otherwise God would act without a reason. Nevertheless, the fact that certain acts 
are pious and others are not gains its reality from God’s understanding, so the 
reason is not external to God. Leibniz’ answer to the problem of whether the 
possibles are prior to God’s understanding of them is similar. The key claim is 
that “the eternal verities... are in the understanding of God, independently of his 
will”60, that is, God has no control over the content of his understanding. As 
Leibniz puts it: 
 
God is not the author of essences in so far as they are only possibilities.61 
 
If that is so, then the “priority question” is neutralised: the eternal ideas and the 
understanding of God come together. It is not even possible to conceive either 
without the other. Adams writes: 
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We must be careful... not to foist on Leibniz claims of priority to which he is not committed. His 
argument for theism from the reality of eternal truths does not imply that God’s understanding is 
naturally prior to the necessary truths. It does imply that the truths could not exist without being 
understood by God, and that is supposed to explain what sort of being the truths have. But it is 
equally part of Leibniz’s view that God could not exist without understanding exactly those 
necessary truths. Neither could exist without the other. They are two sides of a single fact.62 
 
This seems exactly right. For Leibniz, it is not as if we can conceive of the eternal 
truths and then wonder where they are to be found, or as if we can conceive of 
God and then wonder whether he understands the eternal truths – the two are 
inseparably connected. In fact the connection is so close that it verges on identity, 
leading Leibniz to state that “the divine mind consists of the ideas of all things”63. 
More typically, he says that the essence of God contains (rather than is constituted 
by) the essences of all possible things: 
 
Essences can, in some sense, be conceived without God, but existences involve God. The very 
reality of the essences, indeed, that by which they flow into existence, is from God. The essences 
of things are coeternal with God, and the very essence of God comprehends all other essences, to 
the extent that God cannot perfectly be conceived without them. But existence is inconceivable 
without God, who is the ultimate reason for things.64 
 
Of course, you can comprehend the essence of something without realising that 
what you are comprehending draws its reality from God. But that is the point – 
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there is something there that you do not realise; you fail to recognise that the 
object of your study not only entails God’s existence but is actually part of his 
essence. For Leibniz, the atheist geometrician is rather like Anselm’s fool who 
fails to see that if that than which no greater can be conceived exists in his 
understanding, it must also exist in reality.65 
 
Put like this, we can see other potential problems with the theory. For example, 
God has an essence. But if all essences – that is, ideas – exist qua essences only in 
God’s understanding, we have the uncomfortable result that God’s essence exists 
only because it is contained in God’s understanding.66 I suspect that Leibniz 
would retort that this is simply a function of the fact that God is necessary, that 
his essence involves existence. It could be said that Leibniz’ theory of essences as 
gaining their reality from God is simply a matter of taking God’s necessary 
existence really seriously, rather than simply as a convenient way of proving 
God’s existence. 
 
All of this explains how it is possible for people and God alike to have ideas of 
non-existent things, since these are simply possibilities that God chooses not to 
actualise. Leibniz certainly denies that we have ideas of impossible objects, but 
this is not the case with non-actual possibilities. For example, he regards 
privations as mere abstractions, but he accepts the existence of ideas of 
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privation.67 Those possibles that are actual, meanwhile, are so because God has 
actualised them; and he can do this because they exist in his understanding as 
templates. They exist before their objects, and their objects are modelled after 
them. Those divine ideas which represent existing things are therefore the 
archetypes of those things. 
 
Every distinct idea is, through its distinctness, in conformity with its object, and in God there are 
distinct ideas only. At first, moreover, the object exists nowhere; but when it comes into existence, 
it will be formed according to this idea.68 
 
So Leibniz can write that “souls result from God’s knowledge of things, or they 
are imitations of the ideas”69. What goes for souls presumably goes for everything 
that actually exists and is created by God: he models them all on the basis of his 
ideas.  
 
Possible creatures and sin 
 
I have suggested that the two main reasons given for attributing Leibniz with a 
nominalist view of God’s ideas – the “disposition” theory and his general aversion 
to abstract entities – do not really support this interpretation of him. But is there 
any good reason to suppose that the opposite interpretation – that God’s ideas are 
real entities – is correct? I think that there is, and it is to be found primarily in the 
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Theodicy. There, Leibniz presents in considerable detail his conviction that God is 
not to be blamed for the existence of sin, suffering, and evil, even though God 
created the whole universe and selected it – including the sinful acts of free 
creatures – from among all the possible ones he might have created. The basic 
thrust of Leibniz’ theodicy here is well known. Possible entities can be grouped 
into clusters of “compossibles”, that is, things that are possible with each other; 
possible entities from different clusters could not co-exist, even though each is 
possible in itself. Each such cluster is a possible world,70 and God chooses the 
best of these clusters of compossibles to actualise.71 
 
Leibniz sometimes speaks of a sort of “struggle for existence” among the clusters 
of compossibles. Much of the commentary on these passages and the “Doctrine of 
the Striving Possibles” that they apparently teach revolves around the question 
whether they are compatible with Leibniz’ claim that God has a choice about 
which possibles to actualise. In particular, if the cluster of compossibles that 
contains the most reality is necessarily the one that wins, then it seems that God is 
hardly needed at all.72 But however one judges that matter, it seems that these 
passages do at least apparently assume that the striving possibles in question are, 
in some sense, real. That is not to say that they have any reality outside God’s 
understanding, of course, clamouring for his attention like hungry chicks; they 
exist only as ideal objects in God’s understanding: 
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One may say that as soon as God has decreed to create something there is a struggle between all 
the possibles, all of them laying claim to existence, and that those which, being united, produce 
most reality, most perfection, most significance carry the day. It is true that all this struggle can 
only be ideal, that is to say, it can only be a conflict of reasons in the most perfect understanding, 
which cannot fail to act in the most perfect way, and consequently to choose the best.73 
 
However, the fact that Leibniz characterises this struggle as “only... ideal” does 
not entail that it is not real, only that it is not actual.74 An interpretation of this 
passage in line with Jolley’s and Mates’ reading of Leibniz would be that it is not 
just the language of “struggle” that is picturesque, but the language of “the 
possibles” as well: all that really happens is that God thinks about what he might 
do and then does the best he can. There are no “possibles” in his understanding 
distinct from his thoughts. But this would be hard to make consistent with the way 
that Leibniz talks about “possibles” elsewhere in the Theodicy. Throughout that 
work, Leibniz makes two related claims in particular about them: first, an actual 
object is identical with itself conceived as possible; and, second, possible objects 
can be described as causes. They can practically be described as agents.75 
 
In chapter 2, we saw that Thomas Aquinas is happy to say that, in a sense, God’s 
idea of any X is identical with X itself – although the idea is also identical with 
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God’s own essence itself.76 God’s idea of X is simply X, as understood by God. 
Ideas must thus be understood as intrinsically relational, and for Aquinas, the 
relational properties that are involved exist only in God, not in creatures. We find 
a similar approach in Leibniz. I have already quoted the following line in a 
different context: 
 
...each thing as an idea has contributed, before its existence, to the resolution that has been made 
upon the existence of all things...77 
 
Here, Leibniz is quite explicit that (say) God’s idea of Caesar is actually the same 
thing as the actual Caesar. Leibniz talks of a time “before its existence”, which 
implies that Caesar first exists only as an idea inside God, and then gets ejected 
from God to become actual – rather as Tertullian thought that the divine Logos 
once existed inside God as his own reason but subsequently emerged from God as 
a distinct entity.78 Yet this is surely not what is meant: after all, not only is the 
concept of there literally being time before God’s decision to create the world 
dubious, but Leibniz’ God, unlike Tertullian’s, is eternal, existing outside time. 
And that must apply to the contents of his understanding, too. The “before” here 
means logical, not temporal, priority. This also rules out an interpretation 
according to which Caesar exists in God’s mind at the same time as he stands 
before the senate – for God, and the contents of his mind, are not simultaneous 
with anything. 
                                                 
76
 See above, pp. 26-28. 
77
 Theodicy Essays I 9 128 
78
 Adversus Praxean 5 E 134-36  
  199   
 
Leibniz’ position is reminiscent of that of Spinoza. Spinoza also claimed that 
God’s idea of X is identical with X itself;79 and he went even further, to claim that 
my idea of X is identical with X’s effect upon my body.80 Indeed, we can 
understand Leibniz’ theory (in some ways) as a radical sort of reinterpretation of 
Spinoza in a more orthodox direction. For Spinoza, an object is identical with 
God’s idea of it because all existing things are simply modes of God: the physical 
world is identical to the intelligible world, simply understood under a different 
divine attribute.81 The claim thus forms part of his fundamental monism and 
indeed springs from it. For Leibniz, by contrast, an object is identical with God’s 
idea of it because God’s idea of it is simply that thing considered as possible. The 
claim thus forms part of his identification of God with logical space, an entirely 
different conception of God from Spinoza’s, and one which does not commit 
Leibniz to any kind of monism. So the conclusion is the same in each 
philosopher’s system, but the underlying dynamic of the thought is quite different. 
 
Wilson also relates Leibniz’ theory to Spinoza’s, but she contrasts not simply 
their reasoning but their conclusions: in her view, Leibniz would wholly reject 
Spinoza’s identification of the divine idea with its object.82 She gives three main 
objections to any claim that Leibniz would identify God’s ideas with their objects: 
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In the first place, the ideas are in God, whereas existing (finite) particulars are merely God’s 
creatures (and not “in” him as their metaphysical subject). In the second place, there is in God the 
idea of every possible entity – and according to Leibniz the realm of possibles is much wider than 
the realm of actual entities... Third, God’s ideas and particular entities belong to different 
ontological categories: at least some particular finite existing entities are substances, whereas (I 
take it) Leibniz did not think of God’s ideas of substances – the “complete concepts” – as 
themselves substances.83 
 
I do not think the second objection is really very serious. It is true that, for 
Leibniz, not all of God’s ideas have external objects, because not all possibles are 
actual; but it does not follow from this that those things that are actual are not 
identical with God’s ideas of them. It simply means that not all of God’s ideas 
have objects to be identical with; but no doubt if (say) there were an actual 
Heathcliff, he could be identical with God’s idea of him. 
 
The first and third objections seem more forceful, because they point out the fact 
that ideas and objects are very different kinds of things. The first objection 
focuses on the fact that God’s ideas exist in a different sort of relation to him from 
the one that exists between God and other things. The third one focuses on the 
fact that, considered in themselves, ideas and objects are different sorts of things. 
 
What are we to say to these? One part of the answer is to distinguish between 
God’s idea of X as a type and God’s idea of X as an individual. The former is an 
“essence”, the latter an “individual notion”. We shall look at this in the next 
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chapter. A second part of the answer is that it is true that God’s idea of X is a 
different sort of thing from X itself – but the difference lies in the fact that it is 
possible, not actual. That is, a merely possible elephant is in a sense not an 
elephant in the way that an actual elephant is. But at the same time, in another 
sense a merely possible elephant certainly is an elephant (a possible one). In one 
sense, a merely possible elephant is not grey, because there is nothing there to be 
grey; in another sense, a merely possible elephant is grey, because that is one of 
the things that distinguishes it from a merely possible tiger. Wilson’s objection 
seems to rest upon a sort of category mistake: the mistake that the former of these 
two senses is the only way in which we can compare actual and merely possible 
entities. But clearly it makes sense to talk about merely possible entities sharing 
attributes with actual ones (a merely possible elephant may be the same colour as 
an actual paving stone). 
 
So in one sense, God’s idea of substance X is not itself a substance. And God’s 
idea of creature X is not one of his creatures. But in another sense, they are. For 
example, the possible Caesar who exists timelessly in God’s mind is Caesar doing 
(in possibility) all the things he actually does: thus, Caesar stands before the 
senate in actuality, and he does in possibility too. The actual Caesar is not a sort 
of copy of the possible one; he is the possible one, made actual. To put it another 
way, the actual Caesar is certainly a possible Caesar (if he were not, he could not 
actual at all); he is, more precisely, the possible Caesar who stands before the 
senate, crosses the Rubicon, and does all the other things that the actual Caesar 
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does. He can actually be identified with that possible Caesar, who in turn is one of 
many different possible individuals who share some characteristics – such as 
being born at a particular time to particular parents – but who all follow alternate 
career paths. If we deny that the actual X is identical with the possible X, then we 
are denying that the actual X is possible at all! But if the actual X is identical with 
the possible X, and the possible X is identical with God’s idea of X, then the 
actual X is identical with God’s idea of X. Everything that is true of the actual X 
is true of God’s idea of X as a possible. 
 
Again, we shall see more of what it means to say that something is true of God’s 
idea of X as a possible in the next chapter.84 In the meantime, Leibniz goes some 
way towards explaining it to Arnauld in a different context: 
 
Everything that is actual can be conceived as possible, and if the actual Adam will have a certain 
posterity in the course of time, one cannot deny this same predicate to this Adam thought as 
possible, especially since you agree that God envisages in him all his attributes when he decides to 
create him... In order to call something possible, it is enough merely to be able to form a concept 
of it when it is only in the divine understanding, which is, so to speak, the realm of possible 
realities.85 
 
Considered as an actual entity, Caesar does not exist inside God’s mind, because 
Caesar is a physical entity and physical space is not the same thing as God’s mind 
(as Leibniz pointed out to Clarke and Newton). But considered as a possible 
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entity, the very same Caesar does exist inside God’s mind – indeed, there is 
nowhere else he could exist. 
 
We could thus distinguish between actual and non-actual possible things like this: 
an actual thing can be conceived under the mode of existence and under the mode 
of possibility, while a non-actual possible thing can be conceived under the mode 
of possibility alone. That distinction sounds relatively unobjectionable, which 
suggests that perhaps the identification of actual objects (in the world) with 
possible objects (in God’s mind) is not as bizarre as it may at first appear.  
 
Have we therefore reverted to a “nominalist” understanding of the divine ideas? 
After all, if God’s idea of Caesar just is Caesar, then there is no item called an 
“idea” inside God’s mind; for God to have an idea of Caesar is just for God to 
think about Caesar. In fact this is not Leibniz’ position, as the case of non-actual 
possibles indicates. When God thinks about something possible, there is a thing 
he thinks about, even if it is not actual. It is a possible thing in his understanding. 
For example, God has an idea of Heathcliff; when he thinks about Heathcliff, he 
simply turns his attention to this idea in his understanding. Exactly the same thing 
occurs when God thinks about Caesar. The only difference is that the idea of 
Caesar – the possible thing itself – also exists in actuality, while the idea of 
Heathcliff does not. In other words, if there is to be parallelism between God’s 
thoughts of actual and non-actual objects, we cannot simply reduce the idea to the 
actual object, taking it out of God’s mind altogether. Rather, we must identify the 
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idea with the actual object, but keep it in God’s mind (as a possible) and also in 
the actual world (as an actual). 
 
Does this mean that God has physical objects inside his mind? It seems so. But 
does that mean that God’s mind is itself physical? After all, anything that contains 
a physical thing must itself be physical. Indeed, the place in which physical 
objects exist is the physical universe; if the place in which they exist is also God’s 
mind, then it seems that Leibniz is committed to some kind of Spinozism, 
identifying God (or at least part of God) with the physical universe. But this is not 
only a position that Leibniz would not want to defend, but one that he repudiates 
on various occasions. 
 
However, the word “in” in a sentence such as “Actual objects exist in God’s mind 
as possibles” clearly does not indicate a spatial relation. God’s mind is not itself 
spatial or physical. It is, in some sense, identical with logical space: 
 
In order to call something possible, it is enough merely to be able to form a concept of it when it is 
only in the divine understanding, which is, so to speak, the realm of possible entities.86 
 
To say that something (actual or not) is possible is to say that it has certain logical 
properties. We shall see in chapter 5 what these properties are.87 And if God’s 
mind is “ the realm of possible entities”, then to say that something exists in 
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God’s mind is just another way of saying that it exists in logical space, which is 
itself just a rather baroque way of saying that it has certain logical properties – 
namely those in virtue of which it is possible. 
 
If this is so, then to say that an actual rock exists in God’s mind is not to make 
God’s mind a physical thing, as if it were literally the place or the container in 
which the rock is to be found. Rather, it is simply to say that the rock has certain 
logical properties in virtue of which it is possible. 
 
For Aquinas, ideas are to be understood relationally. Can we say the same thing 
for Leibniz? We shall look at this in more detail in the next chapter, in relation to 
concepts: there, we will see that the concept of any object contains information 
about its relations with other object. Indeed, its very possibility is a function of its 
internal relations, between the simple concepts that compose it.88 Ideas are thus 
conceived as relational whether they are actualised or not. However, we can use 
relations to distinguish between merely possible and actual objects by saying that 
a possible thing exists in the mind of God; an actual thing owes its existence to 
God’s decision to actualise it. So we could say that to conceive of a thing as 
possible is to conceive of it in its relation to God’s understanding, while to 
conceive of it as actual (or indeed as non-actual) is to conceive of it in its relation 
to God’s will. It seems, then, that the distinction between a thing as possible and a 
thing as actual can be usefully cashed out in relational terms. 
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Certainly this identification of possibles with actuals modifies Leibniz’ Platonism, 
if he really is a Platonist in the first place. He does not believe in ethereal “Forms” 
that exist over and above particular objects. He certainly has little time for 
“Forms” as universals at all. He does believe in “Forms” – that is, divine ideas – 
of individuals; but although these can be described as eternal templates in God’s 
mind, they are not distinct from their objects. They just are their objects, as 
possibles rather than as actuals. To the extent that Leibniz denies the existence of 
two distinct realms – ideas on the one hand and actual objects on the other – he is 
indeed a nominalist. But we would be wrong to suppose that this means that 
Leibniz denies the real existence of ideas in God’s mind. 
 
This identification of actuals with possibles is the first important claim of the 
Theodicy. It allows Leibniz to make the second important claim, which lies at the 
heart of his theodicy itself: the claim that possible objects can therefore be agents. 
He writes: 
 
Adam sinning freely was seen of God among the ideas of the possibles, and God decreed to admit 
him into existence as he saw him. This decree does not change the nature of the objects: it does not 
render necessary that which was contingent in itself, or impossible that which was possible.89 
 
Leibniz here seems to identify the actual sinning Adam with the possible sinning 
Adam, whom God sees among the ideas in his mind. Now the important thing 
here, from the point of view of Leibniz’ argument in the Theodicy, is that Adam 
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was sinning even before he was created; or, to put it in less crudely temporal 
terms, Adam sins even when conceived only under the mode of possibility. And it 
is Adam himself who does that.90 This allows Leibniz to place the blame for sin 
and suffering squarely on the shoulders of creatures themselves, not God: 
 
The ancients attributed the cause of evil to matter, which they believed uncreate and independent 
of God: but we, who derive all being from God, where shall we find the source of evil? The 
answer is, that it must be sought in the ideal nature of the creature, in so far as this nature is 
contained in the eternal verities which are in the understanding of God, independently of his will. 
For we must consider that there is an original imperfection in the creature before sin, because the 
creature is limited in its essence; whence ensues that it cannot know all, and that it can deceive 
itself and commit other errors.91 
 
Malebranche also sometimes speaks of ideas as if they were causal agents in 
themselves.92 He can do this because, like Aquinas, he identifies each of God’s 
ideas with God’s essence: an idea is simply God, as he relates to the object of that 
idea.93 In passages like those above, Leibniz seems to do something similar. In 
fact, however, despite the similar language in which actions are attributed to ideas 
in the mind of God, Leibniz’ reasoning is quite distinct. Those ideas can be 
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considered agents not because they are identical with God, but because they are 
identical with their objects. 
 
The point is that Leibniz is looking for a principle of evil; something that is the 
source of evil, which is not God himself. The “ancients” (in fact the Middle 
Platonists) pointed the finger of accusation at matter, but this will not do for 
anyone who rejects the notion of matter as uncreated or eternal. In accordance 
with Augustinian theology, therefore, Leibniz identifies free creatures as the 
culprits. Augustine had much to say about the fact that God foresaw that Adam, 
once created, would sin.94 Leibniz goes one step further, to hypostasise the idea of 
Adam in God’s mind, identify this idea with the actual Adam, and accuse it of the 
sin accordingly. In other words, God’s mind contains a sinning possible Adam, 
which in fact is identical to the sinning actual Adam. God’s mind would have 
contained this sinning possible Adam even if he had chosen not to actualise him. 
It is this sinning possible Adam whom we should blame for Adam’s sin, not God. 
Thus, Leibniz can conclude: 
 
Man is himself the source of his evils: just as he is, he was in the divine idea. God, prompted by 
essential reasons of wisdom, decreed that he should pass into existence just as he is.95 
 
Earlier, I identified three possible strategies for dealing with the apparent 
inconsistency between Leibniz’ use of the word “idea” in connection to created 
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minds and his use of it in connection to God. One of these, the strategy followed 
by Jolley, is to interpret the passages referring to ideas in created minds in quite a 
nominalist way, and then to interpret the passages referring to ideas in God in the 
light of those passages. What if we did that with these Theodicy texts in which the 
blame for sin is placed on the possible Adam? In that case, references to the idea 
of Adam in God’s mind would really be circumlocutions for God thinking about 
Adam. The hypostasisation of that thought into an “idea” would be just an 
abstract thing with no reality of its own. But on that interpretation, the argument 
loses its whole force. Leibniz’ point is that the idea of Adam is something distinct 
from God, even though it may have reality only within God’s understanding. It is 
something we can blame for sin; it is the “source” of evil. If talk of this idea were 
just a circumlocution for God’s activity of thought, then blaming it would be a 
circumlocution for blaming God, and calling it the source of evil would be a 
circumlocution for calling God the source of evil. But that is precisely what 
Leibniz wants not to do. 
 
I think, therefore, that it is much more reasonable to take Leibniz at his word in 
these passages. If the phrase “God’s idea of Adam” is a circumlocution for 
anything, it is a circumlocution for Adam himself, not for some divine action; it is 
Adam, conceived under the mode of possibility, in the divine understanding. 
 
God and creatures: analogy and disanalogy 
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Finally, what of the third strategy I suggested at the beginning of this chapter,96 
according to which we deny that Leibniz uses the word “idea” univocally at all? I 
think it should be clear from what we have seen that this strategy has merit to a 
certain degree. Leibniz does think that there is some disanalogy between human 
and divine ideas: 
 
Ideas are in our mind as differentiae of thoughts. Ideas are in God insofar as the most perfect being 
consists in the conjunction of all absolute forms or possible perfections in the same object.97 
 
“Differentiae of thoughts” are hardly the same things as “all absolute forms” – at 
least, they are not necessarily the same thing. They perform different functions. 
Yet at the same time, we have already seen Leibniz’ belief that God’s ideas are 
the “pattern” for our own. For a created mind to have an idea is, in some way, for 
it to be related to God, and for its idea to be related to the corresponding idea in 
God. So although there is a difference in function between created and divine 
ideas, they are nevertheless linked. Perhaps we could flesh out Leibniz’ statement 
like this: God’s understanding contains every idea, that is, every possible, whether 
it exists or not. When a created mind thinks about anything, it becomes modified 
in a way that patterns itself after the corresponding idea in God’s understanding. 
This modification of the created mind is itself the direct object of its own 
understanding. And when the created mind moves on to think about other things, 
it retains the ability or tendency to regain that modification. 
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Thus, although ideas in God’s understanding are not exactly similar to ideas in 
our understanding, and certainly not numerically identical (as Leibniz interprets 
Malebranche as saying), they must be similar to some degree: there are analogies, 
though not perfect, between them. Perhaps the greatest difference between them is 
that God’s ideas are identical with their objects, but our ideas are not. 
 
Logical and causal dependence 
 
As we saw in chapter 3, there is (for Leibniz) no causation between created 
substances, but there are still real relations.98 There can be logical dependence 
even where there is no causal dependence. Leibniz explains this by reference to 
God’s causative activity, because “in creating and conserving each and every 
thing, God takes all other things into consideration”.99 
 
I have argued that, for Leibniz, an idea can be a part cause of God’s activity. Here 
we see that an idea can be a part cause of God’s decision to actualise not simply 
that idea, but another idea. Every essence contains concepts that refer to other 
essences (extrinsic denominations), which means that if God chooses to actualise 
that essence, he must necessarily actualise the others as well. The influence is 
complex, however. It is not simply that, in deciding to actualise A, God must also 
actualise B because A’s concept refers to B. It is also the case that God takes into 
                                                 
98
 See above, pp. 153-61. 
99
 Comments on Spinoza’s philosophy A&G 279 
  212   
account B’s desirability when considering whether to actualise A, since he knows 
that A brings B along in its train. Thus, supposing that God does actualise A, A’s 
concept is a part cause of God’s decision to actualise B – but B’s concept is also a 
part cause of God’s decision to actualise A, since God considers B as part of his 
decision-making process with regard to A. Leibniz uses a metaphor to express the 
idea elegantly: 
 
A wise prince, when he chooses a general whose connexions he knows, in effect chooses at the 
same time a number of colonels and captains, whom he well knows the general will recommend... 
Therefore, to be exact, we must recognise in God a certain more general and comprehensive will, 
in which he has an eye to the whole order of the universe, since the universe is like a whole which 
God apprehends in a single view. This will virtually includes all the other acts of will about what 
enters into this universe, and among the rest it includes that of creating a particular Adam, who is 
connected with the whole succession of his posterity, which God has also chosen as such.100 
 
Where, ordinarily, we talk of causation between substances, what we are really 
talking about is the way in which God takes account of different substances and 
their mutual relations in deciding which ones to create: 
 
...when a monad is said to be impeded by another, this must be understood as concerning the 
representation of the other in the one. The author of things has accommodated them to one 
another, and the one is said to be acted upon in the case when its consideration gives way before 
the consideration of the other.101 
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So we have a rather complex situation. If it is correct to attribute to Leibniz the 
view that God’s idea of X is a part cause of God’s decision to create X, then it 
follows that monads do have (indirect) causative relations with each other after 
all. For the idea of monad X is identical with monad X itself; and that idea causes 
God to create both monad X and monad Y, which comes with monad X.102 
 
So possible monad X causes God to decide to create possible monad Y; and God 
causes possible monad Y to come into existence. We thus have a causal chain 
linking X with Y, via God. There is a causal relation between X and God, and 
another between Y and God. It would follow that X causes Y – if causation is 
transitive. Moreover, Y would cause X as well, since God takes into account the 
ideas of both X and Y when considering whether to create both or neither. Each 
would be a partial cause of the other, a rather paradoxical situation. 
 
However, we are considering different kinds of causation. When God actualises a 
possible thing, he is the efficient cause of its actual existence. But when he 
chooses to actualise Y because he is taking into account the features of X, is X an 
efficient cause of his decision? It seems more reasonable to consider it a final 
cause. But if X is a final cause on God, and God is an efficient cause on Y, we 
seem to be talking about different kinds of relations, in which case they should 
not be transitive. However, even if this is so, it does not affect the main point 
here, which is that there are causal chains linking different created objects. It may 
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be that we cannot say that X is a cause of Y simpliciter. But we can say that X is a 
cause of God’s decision to actualise Y, which is itself a cause of Y. Whether or 
not we can collapse this to say that X is simply a cause of Y, there is still a causal 
chain with X at the start and Y at the end. They are linked causally. And, as we 
just saw, there is a causal chain going the other way as well. Just as God takes X 
into account when considering whether to actualise Y, so too he takes Y into 
account when considering whether to actualise X.  
 
The important point, however, is that God stands between the two of them. There 
is no direct causal relation between them. Moreover, they are only final causes 
upon God, not efficient causes. God is the only truly efficient cause in the 
Leibnizian universe, since created substances do not really act causally upon each 




This, then, is Leibniz’ theory of ideas. All possible objects exist in God’s 
understanding as ideas. Surveying these ideas, God chooses to actualise those 
that, together, make up the best possible world. As a result, some possible objects 
are actual, too. Thus, each actual object qua actual has, as its formal cause, itself 
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qua possible; God is the efficient cause of its actuality. Created minds also have 
ideas, but these come not from actual objects but from God, the only thing that 
can really act on created minds. One might say that created minds could be 
considered the formal causes of their ideas, because those minds considered as 
possible (ie, as God’s ideas) contain within them the ideas that they actually have. 
The key point, however, is that the ideas in a created mind are not caused (either 
formally or efficiently) by their objects. So unlike God’s ideas, ideas in created 
minds have no direct metaphysical “link” to their external objects; there is no 
relation of causation between them. Rather, they and their external objects alike 
have a common cause, namely God and his idea. This guarantees that a relation of 
similarity holds between the idea in the created mind and the external object. 
When not being thought about, the idea in the created mind is simply a disposition 
to think of that thing; when it is being thought about, it is a mode within the mind. 
At such times, it becomes an immediate object of thought, which means that the 
external object is only a mediate object – whereas for God there is no such 
distinction or mediation. 
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5 – Concepts and definitions in Leibniz 
 
In the previous chapter, we have seen how, for Leibniz, ideas exist in both God’s 
mind and the minds of creatures in different ways. In God, ideas are real entities 
that serve as the templates for actual objects – with which they are actually 
identical – and for ideas in the minds of creatures, which are actually 
modifications of those minds. But Leibniz actually speaks far more frequently of 
“concepts”, and a cluster of related terms: “notions”, “essences”, and 
“definitions”. What are these, and how do they relate to ideas?  
 
Concepts, ideas, and possibilities 
 
What is a concept? The first problem is to establish the relationship between 
“concepts” and “ideas”, since Leibniz often talks about the two together. Most of 
the time, Leibniz seems simply to identify concepts with ideas: 
 
I prefer to consider universal concepts or ideas and their composition, for these do not depend on 
the existence of individuals.1 
 
At other times he implies that every idea is accompanied by a concept: 
 
An idea is true when the concept is possible; it is false when it implies a contradiction.2 
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He simply says “the concept” – but what concept, and how does it relate to the 
idea? After all, at still other times, Leibniz seems to think that concepts are a kind 
of idea: 
 
So the expressions which are in the soul, whether conceived or not, can be called ideas, but those 
which are conceived or formed can be called notions or concepts.3 
 
“Concept” thus carries for Leibniz overtones of activity: the soul has a concept 
when it is actively thinking of something, in contrast to when it only has the 
potential to do so – at those times, it has the idea, not the concept.4 A concept is 
thus an idea, being thought of. Sometimes he shows awareness of the variant uses 
of the term. For example, he writes: 
 
As for the proposition that every man has a notion of God, if “notion” signifies idea then that is a 
proposition of reason, because in my view the idea of God is innate in all men. But if “notion” 
signifies an idea which involves actual thinking, then it is a proposition of fact, belonging to the 
natural history of mankind.5 
 
As a rule, Leibniz seems to use “notion” and “concept” interchangeably.6 This 
passage suggests that the words can be used to mean the same thing as “idea”. 
This is Grimm’s interpretation: Leibniz thinks that God’s concept of X is the 
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same thing as X considered as a possible – which, as we saw in the previous 
chapter,7 is God’s idea of X:  
 
Concepts constitute a hierarchy ranging from the simple and most general to the most complex 
(indeed infinitely complex) and least general (indeed non-general). The latter are individual 
concepts. And individual concepts are entities or possible individuals.8 
 
But the passage from the New Essays just quoted also suggests that “concept” can 
refer not just to ideas simpliciter, but also to just one kind of idea – an idea that is 
being thought about, as in the previous passage. That Leibniz should make such a 
distinction, between an idea that is being thought about and one that is not, makes 
sense within the framework of his theory of ideas that we saw in the previous 
chapter. There, we saw that an idea that is thought of is the direct object of the 
thought, but an idea that is not thought of exists only as a disposition.9 
Furthermore, the term “idea” is not used univocally when speaking of created 
minds and of God. For example, God’s ideas are identical with their objects, but 
ours are not.10 
 
This suggests that we should distinguish between concepts in created minds and 
concepts in the mind of God, just as we need to do with ideas. As I argued in the 
previous chapter, Leibniz identifies individuals with possibilities and ideas. The 
actual X, X considered as a possibility, and God’s idea of X are all exactly the 
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same thing.11 That means that if a concept is just an idea when it is thought of, 
then the concept of X should also be identical with X itself. It would further 
follow that all existing objects are also concepts in God’s mind.  
 
On the face of it, this sounds peculiar. Surely a single object can have 
(quantitatively) many concepts, as distinct tokens in the minds of each person 
who is thinking about it. But if X is identical with its concept, would this not 
mean that my concept of X is quantitatively identical with your concept of X? In 
other words, the direct objects of our thought are shared. That would be to agree 
with Malebranche, but Leibniz rejects such a view. Equally problematically, 
different people’s concepts of the same thing may differ qualitatively as well as 
quantitatively. My concept of something may be quite unlike your concept of the 
same thing. So how can each one be identical with that thing itself, let alone all be 
identical with each other? 
 
In fact, it seems that Leibniz does identify an object with its concept – but his 
theory is rather subtle. An object is identical with its concept only on one 
particular understanding of “its concept”, which rules out creaturely concepts and 
refers only to divine ones. Furthermore, it also requires a particular understanding 
of “identical with”, which I argue is similar to Scotus’ notion of real identity as 
opposed to formal identity. 
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We can see this in those passages where Leibniz distinguishes carefully between 
the “entity” and its “concept”, which might seem to argue against any 
identification of them at all: 
 
You assert that the notion of substance is formed out of concepts and not out of things. But are not 
concepts themselves formed from things? You say that the notion of substance is a concept of the 
mind, or a rational entity, as they say. But the same can be said of any concept, if I am not 
mistaken, and, furthermore, it is not about concepts but about the objects of concepts that we say 
entities are either real or rational. But substance, I believe, is a real entity – indeed, the most real.12 
 
Leibniz’ train of thought here is rather hard to reconstruct. On the one hand, a 
concept is not the same thing as its object – but, on the other, a concept is “formed 
from things”. There is a close and intimate relation between the concept and its 
object. It does not simply exist in a certain relationship with its object, like a 
portrait does with the sitter. In some sense, the concept is the object, although in 
another sense it is not. We have already seen how God’s idea of Caesar is Caesar 
conceived as a possible (as opposed to as an actual); the Caesar in God’s mind 
and the Caesar in the senate are the same entity, conceived under different 
modes.13 Perhaps we can say that the concept of Caesar is also Caesar, conceived 
under yet another mode – that of definition. At least, this is the case for God’s 
concept of Caesar. 
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Here, then, we already see that there must be a division between concepts in 
God’s mind and concepts in created minds, analogous to the division between 
God’s ideas and those of creatures. There is a difference between God’s concept 
of X and my concept of X, just as there is one between his idea and my idea. We 
shall see this in more detail shortly, when we consider the difference between 
“the” concept of X and “a” concept of X.14 For now, we can note that, for Leibniz, 
concepts are closely linked to possibility, just as ideas are. If there is a concept of 
X, then X is possible. Conversely, if something is impossible, it has no concept.15 
In fact, having a concept and being possible are exactly the same thing: 
 
In order to call something possible, it is enough merely to be able to form a concept of it when it is 
only in the divine understanding, which is, so to speak, the realm of possible realities.16 
 
We saw in the last chapter how ideas in created minds are caused by ideas in God. 
They are not literally little copies; rather, for a created mind to have an idea is for 
it to resemble God in the way it is modified.17 An idea in a created mind, when 
thought of, is a concept. Thus, we can have concepts only of things that are 
possible, because only those things are ideas in God’s mind. 
 
But what makes one concept possible and another impossible? One way of 
defining the difference is to appeal to the notion of incompossibility, which we 
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examined in chapter 3.18 It is more common to define incompossibility in terms of 
possibility (two objects are incompossible if and only if they are not jointly 
possible), but the language of concepts allows us to turn this around. A complex 
concept is made up of simpler concepts. And it is possible if and only if those 
simpler concepts are jointly possible, that is, that they can all apply to the same 
thing. Thus, the possibility of any complex thing is determined by the 
compossibility of its component concepts. By “compossibility”, here, I mean the 
ability of two concepts to be both found within the same complex concept – just 
as “compossibility” when applied to objects themselves means the ability to be 
both found within the same possible world. 
 
On this analysis, then, compossibility is actually a more primitive notion than 
possibility, and consistency is a still more primitive notion. This suggests that 
consistency is explanatorily prior to compossibility, because for two concepts to 
be compossible is nothing other than for them to be consistent with each other. 
And compossibility is explanatorily prior to possibility, because for a complex 
concept to be possible is nothing other than for its constituent concepts to be 
compossible. What about a simple concept, that is, one that does not have any 
constituent concepts? We could say exactly the same thing here: for a simple 
concept to be possible is for its constituent concepts (ie, just itself) to be 
compossible – that is, to be consistent with itself. 
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It may be slightly clearer to define impossibility in terms of incompossibility of 
constituent concepts. An impossible concept (that is, one that expresses an 
impossible object) is one that contains constituent concepts that are incompossible 
(that is, inconsistent with each other). Neither a complex concept whose 
constituent concepts are compossible with each other, nor a simple concept, meets 
this criterion of impossibility, and they are therefore possible. So we can 
consistently define possibility of concepts in terms of compossibility of 
constituent concepts, which is itself defined in terms of consistency. 
 
But as we saw in chapter 3,19 it is possible to explain compossibility in terms of 
consistency (or any other terms) only if one accepts the existence of relational 
properties. That is, compossibility is a relational matter. But if compossibility is 
explanatorily prior to possibility, then possibility itself is a relational matter too: 
the possibility of an object is determined by (or indeed is simply a matter of) the 
internal relations of its concept. Once again, we find that Leibniz’ realism about 
relations plays an important role in his theory. If a complex concept has 
inconsistent components, then it is the concept of an impossible object. And, for 
Leibniz, such a concept is not really a concept at all. We can talk about “the 
mountain without a valley” if we want, but that is just words, with no real 
signification. 
 
Concepts and the predicate-in-notion principle 
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It is important to recognise that, when we use consistency to explain first 
compossibility and then possibility in this way, “consistency” is a little 
ambiguous. At least two kinds of things can be consistent or inconsistent: 
propositions and entities. In the first case, “Tom is the tallest person in the world” 
and “Tim is the tallest person in the world” express inconsistent propositions. 
They cannot both be true. In the second case, Tom (the tallest person in the world) 
and Tim (the tallest person in the world) are inconsistent entities. They cannot co-
exist. This raises a question: when Leibniz talks about the consistency or lack of it 
of the component parts of a concept, which sort of consistency is he talking 
about? The answer to this question will establish the sorts of things that concepts 
are composed of, and therefore the sorts of things that concepts are. C. D. Broad, 
for example, seems to think that Leibniz means propositional consistency, and 
that concepts or notions are actually made of propositions – as he puts it, “The 
complete notion of an individual consists of every predicate of it which refers to 
any moment in its history.”20 Broad does not give an explicit reason for assuming 
that concepts are composed of predicates, although the implication is that this is 
entailed by Leibniz’ doctrine that, in a true proposition, the predicate is contained 
in the subject. Broad summarises that principle like this: 
 
Every substance has a complete notion, and the complete notion of it in some sense contains every 
fact about it down to the very minutest detail of its remotest future history.21 
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But in fact this seems to me to misrepresent Leibniz’ position in a subtle but 
important way. Leibniz never says that every predicate which is true of a thing is 
contained in that thing’s concept or notion – he says that it is contained in the 
thing itself. For example, in the most important passage where he introduces the 
principle, he writes: 
 
Now, it is certain that every true predication has some basis in the nature of things, and when a 
proposition is not an identity, that is to say, when the predicate is not expressly contained in the 
subject, it must be included in it virtually. This is what the philosophers call in-esse, when they 
say that the predicate is in the subject. So the subject term must always include the predicate term 
in such a way that anyone who understands perfectly the concept of the subject will also know that 
the predicate pertains to it. This being premised, we can say it is the nature of an individual 
substance or complete being to have a concept so complete that it is sufficient to make us 
understand and deduce from it all the predicates of the subject to which the concept is attributed.22 
 
Here, Leibniz suggests that the predicate is in the subject, before apparently 
amending this to state that the “predicate term” is in the “subject term”. By “term” 
he means here not a word in the sentence that expresses the proposition in 
question, but a concept. As he says elsewhere, “by ‘term’ I understand, not a 
name, but a concept, i.e. that which is signified by a name; you could also call it a 
notion, an idea”.23 The idea in the above passage seems to be that either the thing 
itself contains the quality in question, or the concept of the thing contains the 
concept of the quality (and, for Leibniz, the former is true if and only if the latter 
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is true too). The quality and its concept are what are expressed by the predicate in 
the true proposition, just as the thing itself and its concept are expressed by the 
subject in that proposition. It does not follow from this that the concept of the 
thing literally contains the predicate – rather, the concept contains the concept that 
the predicate refers to. This is confirmed when Leibniz tells us that: 
 
...in every proposition whatever, such as A is B (or B is truly predicated of A), it is true that B is 
contained in A, or its concept is in some way contained in the concept of A itself...24 
 
There seems to be quite a neat separation of the three kinds of things – 
propositions, concepts, and things themselves. A proposition expresses at the 
verbal level (Leibniz generally seems not to recognise a distinction between 
propositions and sentences or utterances) a truth about things themselves, which is 
also a logical truth about the relationships between concepts. Concepts contain 
other concepts, not propositions; to put it another way, concepts are what 
propositions are about, not what they compose. If you put lots of propositions 
together you get a definition, not a concept.25 And if you analyse a complex 
concept into its component parts, you get a collection of simple concepts, not a 
list of propositions.26 For example, the concept of Caesar contains not the 
proposition “Caesar crosses the Rubicon” but the concept of Caesar crossing the 
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Rubicon. The list “Caesar conquers Gaul”, “Caesar crosses the Rubicon”, etc – 
containing those propositions that, together, uniquely identify Caesar – is the 
definition of Caesar, not his concept. The concept of Caesar is the collection of 
concepts that correspond to the complete definition of Caesar (the complete 
definition being the impossibly long list of all propositions that are true of him). 
 
The point, then, is that concepts and propositions are related but not the same kind 
of thing. A collection of propositions is a definition, not a complex concept. So 
rather than thinking of a complex concept as a collection of propositions, we 
should think of it as a combination of simpler concepts. Of course, all these 
simpler concepts can generate propositions. If the complex concept contains the 
concept of being an animal, then we can say that the thing in question is an 
animal. If we were to list all its qualities in this way, as propositions, then we 
would have a definition. But a definition is not identical to a complete concept – it 
is only an expression of that concept. 
 
Here again we can see how Leibniz’ different terms relate to each other. We have 
seen that the possibility of a concept can be explained in terms of the 
compossibility of its constituent concepts, and that this compossibility can be 
explained in terms of their mutual consistency.27 Now we can see how the 
structure of a concept can explain the truth or falsity of statements about the thing 
whose concept it is. A true statement is one where the predicate is in the subject, 
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because the concept expressed by the predicate is really contained in the concept 
expressed by the subject. 
 
Concepts and definitions 
 
Armed with these distinctions – between God’s concepts of things (which are 
really identical with those things) and our own concepts of them, and also 
between concepts on the one hand and propositions on the other – we can make 
sense of some of the other things Leibniz says about concepts. In particular, we 
can see why Leibniz categorises concepts as “clear”, “obscure”, “distinct”, 
“confused”, and so on: 
 
A concept is obscure which does not suffice for recognizing the thing represented, as when I 
merely remember some flower or animal which I have once seen but not well enough to recognize 
it when it is placed before me and to distinguish it from similar ones; or when I consider some 
term which the Scholastics had defined poorly, such as Aristotle’s entelechy, or cause as a 
common term for material, formal, efficient, and final cause, or other such terms of which we have 
no sure definition.28 
 
Clearly, passages such as this are concerned with concepts in created minds, not 
those in God’s mind. It is, for example, my concept of X which may be obscure – 
obviously God’s cannot be, since God’s concept of X is X. Everything in it 
therefore corresponds perfectly to the actual X. Thus, passages like this one refer 
to God’s concept: 
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And we are now maintaining that everything that happens to some person is already contained 
virtually in his nature or concept, just as the properties of the circle are contained in its 
definition.29 
 
The distinction between the two kinds of concept is clear in passages like this one: 
 
...if some man were able to carry out the complete demonstration by virtue of which he could 
prove this connection between the subject, who is Caesar, and the predicate, which is his 
successful undertaking, he would actually show that the future dictatorship of Caesar is based in 
his concept or nature and that there is a reason in that concept why he has resolved to cross the 
Rubicon rather than stop there, and why he has won rather than lost the day at Pharsalus, and why 
it was reasonable and consequently assured that this should happen.30 
 
Presumably there would be no difficulty in analysing one’s own, relatively limited 
concept of Caesar. For example, a school child who knows only that Caesar was 
dictator of Rome could analyse her concept of him very easily. The difficulty lies 
in analysing God’s concept, a task which is clearly beyond our abilities – at least 
with a concept as complex as that of Caesar. It is God’s concept of Caesar which 
Leibniz speaks of when he refers to “[Caesar’s] concept or nature”. To talk of the 
concept of something, in other words, is to talk of God’s concept of it. 
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If concepts are simply ideas, why use the different terminology? A concept is a 
logical object.31 If it is a complex concept, it is subject to logical analysis: its 
constitutive simple concepts can be identified and isolated.32 The process is 
exactly analogous to identifying and analysing the metaphysical components of a 
physical object – for example, its shape, its colour, and so on. Every concept that 
is contained within the concept of the object will correspond to some true feature 
of the object; and, if the concept is complete, then every true feature of the object 
will correspond to some concept that is contained within its concept. The 
complete concept of an object is, peculiarly, its concept; when we speak of 
“Caesar’s concept” we mean the complete one, not some incomplete concept that 
someone may happen to have of him. And the complete concept is the one that 
God has. 
 
This underlies Leibniz’ talk of definitions, which he often mentions in connection 
with concepts. Sometimes he speaks as though they are exactly the same thing, 
but more often he distinguishes between them slightly: a definition is something 
articulated in speech or writing, but what it articulates is the concept: 
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...If we assume any simple term whatever equivalent to any composite one, or expressing the same 
thing, the simple term will be defined, the composite term will be the definition. This defined term 
expressed by a character we will henceforth call the name of a thing.33 
 
The fact that a definition is not identical with a concept is clear from Leibniz’ 
insistence that although we have concepts of non-existent possible objects, we do 
not have any concepts of impossible ones.34 Yet although you cannot have a 
concept of an impossible object, you can clearly have a definition of one; indeed, 
Leibniz seems to think that the ready availability of definitions of impossible 
objects is one reason why we commonly think that we do have concepts of them. 
Such things are definitions without concepts,35 and this happens when the 
definition contains an inconsistency. Such a definition is still a definition, but it 
defines nothing, and Leibniz brands it not real. If we are not sure whether the 
definition is real or not, then it is nominal.36 Even a real definition, though, may 
not be very helpful, because it might be cobbled together solely from experience: 
 
...there is still a great difference between the kinds of real definitions, for, when possibility is 
proved only through experience, the definition is only real and nothing more; as in the definition 
of quicksilver, the possibility of which we recognize because we know that such a body, extremely 
heavy and yet rather volatile, is actually found. But when the proof of possibility is presented a 
priori, the definition is both real and causal, as when it contains the possible production of the 
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thing. And when the definition pushes its analysis back to the primitive concepts without assuming 
anything which needs an a priori proof of its possibility, it is perfect or essential.37 
 
A causal definition is one that explains why the concept contains the component 
concepts that it does. A causal definition of quicksilver, for example, would be 
such that anyone who understood it would understand why quicksilver has the 
properties that it has. In fact, in the case of physical objects, only God’s concept 
of them is this full; we can never grasp the concept of a physical object to the 
extent of understanding why it is the way that it is. 
 
Clearly, my definition of quicksilver might differ from yours, given that your 
concept of quicksilver might not exactly match mine. However, it would not 
follow from the fact that our definitions of quicksilver differ that our concepts of 
quicksilver are qualitatively different from each other. Even one and the same 
concept can be expressed by different definitions, perhaps by the same person on 
different occasions.38 This is because definitions exist at the level of terms, while 
concepts exist at the level of thought. Their objects, meanwhile, exist at the level 
of things. In the case of God, as we have seen, concepts or ideas actually are the 
things in question.39 This is not the case with created minds: my concept of X is 
not identical with X. Nevertheless, there is a strong link between them. This is 
clear from what Leibniz says about what happens when you change a concept: 
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It is within the arbitrary choice of anyone to assign names to concepts, yet concepts thus named do 
not always correspond either to actually existing things or even to accepted usage... are not 
concepts themselves formed from things? You say that the notion of substance is a concept of the 
mind, or a rational entity, as they say. But the same can be said of any concept, if I am not 
mistaken, and furthermore, it is not about concepts but about the objects of concepts that we say 
entities are either real or rational... Surely every concept or definition is such that you cannot 
remove anything without destroying the whole definition; yet in that case another concept may 
come into being in the definition. Thus if you remove the concept of equal sides from the 
definition of a square, the square is destroyed but a rectangle remains.40 
 
In Leibniz’ eyes, if you change the concept, you change its object. If you take the 
concept of a square and remove from it the need to have equal sides, then what 
you end up with is not an inaccurate concept of a square – it is an accurate 
concept of a rectangle. So for Leibniz, there can never be any such thing as 
material falsity in Descartes’ sense.41 Descartes tells us: 
 
For although, as I have noted before, falsity in the strict sense, or formal falsity, can occur only in 
judgements, there is another kind of falsity, material falsity, which occurs in ideas, when they 
represent non-things as things.42 
 
He gives the example of the idea of cold as a positive quality. If cold is actually a 
negative quality (the absence of heat), then that idea is materially false. For 
Leibniz, by contrast, an inaccurate concept of cold of this kind would not be a 
concept of cold at all. It would instead be a concept of something else, some non-
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existent property, perhaps. The falsity would lie in the judgement that this concept 
corresponded to cold, not in the concept itself. Rather confusingly, Descartes 
sometimes seem to agree with Leibniz. He tells Arnauld, for example: 
 
...if cold is simply an absence, the idea of cold is not coldness itself as it exists objectively in the 
intellect, but something else, which I erroneously mistake for this absence, namely a sensation 
which in fact has no existence outside the intellect.43 
 
Descartes seems to think that sometimes we can have an idea of X which 
misrepresents X (portraying it as something when in fact it is nothing), while at 
other times we can have an idea that we think is of X but which is really of Y. 
These do seem to be different situations, not the same one described differently. 
In his account of material falsity in the Third meditation, Descartes is clear that 
the materially false idea of cold “represents it to me” – that is, what is represented 
by this idea is indeed cold itself, though it is misrepresented. The mistake lies in 
how cold is represented. In the situation he describes to Arnauld, by contrast, the 
mistake lies not in how the object is represented, but in our judgement concerning 
what is represented – we think the idea is of cold, whereas in fact it is of our 
sensation of cold. That is a case of “formal falsity” rather than “material falsity”: 
the falsity lies in our judgement about the idea rather than in the idea itself. 
Whether, in this matter, Descartes is trying to distinguish subtly different 
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situations or changing his mind in the light of Arnauld’s criticisms, is a moot 
point.44 
 
For Leibniz, by contrast, there is no such distinction (or backtracking). In his 
view, any situation like that described in the Third meditation is really a case of 
the situation described to Arnauld. Concepts never misrepresent their objects: all 
that happens is that we misidentify their objects. For Leibniz, then, the only kind 
of falsity that exists is Descartes’ formal falsity, and any supposed case of 
material falsity is really formal falsity. This in itself raises intriguing questions, as 
it implies that you can never have a concept that fails to correspond perfectly to 
its object; you can never have an inaccurate concept. Your concept may not be 
complete, but every element of it will reflect perfectly some element of its object. 
Thus, the schoolchild who thinks that Caesar was dictator of the French does not 
have an inaccurate concept of either the actual Caesar or the actual Napoleon. 
Rather, she has an accurate concept of some non-actual person named Caesar who 
is dictator of the French, and this non-actual person is distinct from any actual 
individual. 
 
More important from our point of view, however, is the implication that the 
identity of a concept’s referent is determined entirely by the contents of that 
concept. The passage suggests that, when you change the contents of a concept, 
its reference changes completely automatically; there is no need, for example, for 
                                                 
44
 See Wilson (1978) 115-16 
  236   
the thinker to re-evaluate the altered concept and conclude that it no longer refers 
to the same object as before. 
 
This is, in part, because the function of a concept is to allow us to recognise the 
thing it is a concept of. This is most clear from Leibniz’ discussion of how we use 
definitions in this way: 
 
A nominal definition consists of the enumeration of the marks or requisites which are sufficient to 
distinguish a thing from all others; where, if we continue to seek the requisites of requisites, we 
shall finally arrive at primitive concepts, which are either absolutely without requisites, or are 
without requisites which we can explain sufficiently. This is the art of handling distinct concepts. 
To the art of handling confused concepts there belongs the indication of the distinct concepts, 
either understood through themselves or at any rate analysable into such, which accompany the 
confused ones. By means of these we can sometimes arrive at the cause of confused concepts, i.e. 
at some analysis of them.45 
 
He writes here of “enumerating the marks” of the definition. That is, the 
definition consists of a list of qualities that the object has, and by comparing the 
object with that list, you can tell whether it is the defined object or not. This 
works because of the necessary link between a concept and its object. Leibniz 
assumes that demonstrations at the level of concepts will apply at the level of 
things too: 
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Whatever can be demonstrated from the concept of a thing can be ascribed to that thing.46 
 
Indeed, he writes: 
 
...no matter how often a predicate is truly affirmed of a subject, there must be some real 
connection between subject and predicate, such that in every proposition whatever, such as A is B 
(or B is truly predicated of A), it is true that B is contained in A, or its concept is in some way 
contained in the concept of A itself... Such truth could itself be deduced from the analysis of 
concepts, if this were always within human power, and will certainly not escape the analysis of an 
omniscient substance who sees everything a priori from ideas themselves and from his decrees.47 
 
In this revealing passage, Leibniz apparently equates “A is B” with “[B]’s concept 
is in some way contained in the concept of A itself” – either they mean exactly the 
same thing or they have identical truth conditions. Is that a legitimate view? Can 
we analyse concepts and then draw conclusions about things? Given Leibniz’ 
theory of what concepts actually are, and how they are related to things, it seems 
that perhaps we can. Clearly, to analyse one of God’s concepts would be to draw 
conclusions about the thing itself, given that they are one and the same. Our own 
concepts are more problematic given that they are not identical with their objects. 
But they are closely tied to those objects. My concept of X is actually my idea of 
X, when I am thinking of it. For me to think of X is for my mind to be modified in 
imitation of God’s idea of X. God’s idea of X is X. In that respect, then, there is a 
causal link between my concept and the thing itself, via God. Furthermore, God 
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does not simply act upon my mind but causes it to resemble his own in the 
relevant way; there is therefore a relation of resemblance too. This explains why 
my concept of X, if it is really of X, must resemble it in a relevant way. If it fails 
to do this, then it is not a poor concept of X – it is not a concept of X at all. It is a 
concept of something else. 
 
Concepts and essences 
 
This all boils down to the important view that concepts are real. Leibniz expresses 
this conviction with his talk of “essences”, which seem to be identical to God’s 
concepts. He identifies “essences” with “ideas”48 and with “possibles”49. We are 
told that “a possible thing is something with some essence or reality, that is, 
something that can distinctly be understood”.50 Yet here we hit something 
distinctive about essences as opposed to ideas in general. We can actually know 
an essence, at least in some cases. Leibniz uses a version of his “city” illustration 
to convey what this is like: 
 
...the same city presents one aspect if you look down upon it from a tower placed in its midst; this 
is as if you intuit the essence itself. The city appears otherwise if you approach it from without, 
which is as if you perceive the qualities of a body.51 
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Normally, Leibniz uses this image simply to convey the notion that the same thing 
can be viewed in different ways – thus, the monads can all perceive the same 
universe without their perceptions having to be identical. But in this case, his 
point is that there is a fundamental difference between viewing the city from 
within and viewing it from without. To do the former is to know an essence; to do 
the latter is to know only phenomena. 
 
What distinguishes an essence from any other concept? For one thing, genera do 
not have essences in the sense that we have defined them so far: 
 
If you take real essences to be substantial patterns such as would be provided by a body which is 
nothing but a body, an animal with nothing more specific to it, a horse with no individual 
qualities, then you are right to regard them as chimeras. No one, I think – not even the most 
extreme of the old realists – has claimed that there are as many substances with only a generic 
property as there are genera.52 
 
However, species do have essences: 
 
Well, you can clearly see from the example of geometrical modes, sir, that there is nothing much 
wrong with referring to specific inner essences...53 
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Why is this? At least part of the reason seems to be the importance of causation. 
That is, if you know the essence of X, you will know why X is the way it is, and 
why it exists at all: 
 
...the essence of gold is what constitutes it and gives it the sensible qualities which let us recognize 
it and which make its nominal definition; whereas if we could explain this structure or inner 
constitution we would possess the real, causal definition.54 
 
This means that if you understand the essence of X, you will know that X is 
possible, because you will understand why it has the features it does; you will 
know that these features are not inconsistent with each other. Presumably Leibniz 
thinks that genera are too vaguely defined to have this quality, which is why they 
do not have essences. If they have concepts, these concepts can be only nominal. 
One interesting point here is that Leibniz seems never to talk of a concept of 
possible existence. That is, it is not the case that the concept of a possible object 
contains, among other things, a concept of possible existence. The mere fact that 
its constituent concepts are consistent with each other is enough to make it a 
possible concept; there is no need for an additional concept of possible existence. 
This position is, in fact, entailed by Leibniz’ belief that impossible objects do not 
have concepts. If Leibniz were to suppose that possible existence is a distinct 
concept that is part of complex concepts of possible objects, then he would have 
to accept the existence of complex concepts that lack it, and these would be 
                                                 
54
 NE 294 
  241   
concepts of impossible objects. Since he rejects the latter, he must also reject the 
former. 
 
There is a problem with the interpretation I have suggested here, however. 
Leibniz’ official position is that for any true statement, the concept of the 
predicate must be contained within the concept of the subject: 
 
...the subject term must always include the predicate term in such a way that anyone who 
understands perfectly the concept of the subject will also know that the predicate pertains to it. 
This being premised, we can say it is the nature of an individual substance or complete being to 
have a concept so complete that it is sufficient to make us understand and deduce from it all the 
predicates of the subject to which the concept is attributed.55 
 
Indeed, not only are all truths about an individual reflected in its concept, but they 
are true because they are in its concept: the fact that the concept of individual X 
contains the concept of property Y is the reason why X itself has Y.56 But what of 
possible individuals? If Leibniz does not believe that their concepts contain the 
concept of being possible, then “X is possible” either can never be true (or, on a 
weaker reading of the passage above, can never be known to be true) or is an 
exception to the rule. It seems absurd to commit Leibniz to the view that no 
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statements of possibility can be true, and only marginally less absurd to commit 
him to the view that they can never be known to be true (his version of the 
ontological argument, for example, hinges upon proving that God is possible). But 
he never gives any indication that truths of possibility are exceptions to the rule; 
on the contrary, he is quite emphatic that there are no exceptions at all. 
 
One possible answer might be that Leibniz simply does not spot this 
inconsistency. His rejection of the possibility of concepts of impossible objects 
commits him to the view that there is no such thing as a concept of possibility, 
which commits him to the view that truths about possibility flout the predicate-in-
subject law, but he does not realise it. However, a more attractive solution to this 
problem is that there is, in fact, such a thing as the concept of possibility, but it 
supervenes upon other concepts and their relations. On this interpretation, the 
concept of a possible object does indeed contain the concept of being possible – 
but this concept is not “added on” to the others. That is, we can imagine a possible 
object such as Heathcliff whose concept contains the concept of being from 
Liverpool, of having dark eyes, of marrying Isabella, and so on. Each of these 
concepts is distinct from each other. But if they are all consistent with each other, 
then they give rise to an additional concept, namely the concept of being possible. 
On this view, statements such as “Heathcliff is possible” conform to the 
predicate-in-subject law; the concept of Heathcliff does contain the concept of 
being possible. But for it to contain this concept is dependent upon the other 
concepts that it contains. 
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Could there be a Third Man-style argument against this view? For every complex 
concept comprising a set of concepts that are mutually consistent, another 
constituent concept – that of possibility – is added. But adding this concept of 
possibility means that the complex concept has now changed; it contains one 
more concept than it did before. Moreover, if the concepts it contained before 
were mutually consistent, they will be now, because the concept of possibility is 
mutually consistent with all of the other concepts it contains. This means that the 
same thing will happen again, and another concept of possibility will be added to 
the complex concept. And so on, ad infinitum. But that seems absurd. 
 
However, this objection seems to make two basic mistakes. The first is to suppose 
that a single complex concept can contain two constituent concepts that are 
exactly similar. But this makes little sense. Suppose we analyse the concept of 
Caesar and find that it contains the concept of being Roman. Would it make sense 
to ask whether that concept appears there only once? Or is it there more than 
once? Surely such a question would be meaningless. Either Caesar is Roman – in 
which case his complete concept contains the concept of being Roman – or he is 
not – in which case his complete concept does not contain the concept of being 
Roman. A complex concept either contains another concept or it does not; to ask 
how many tokens of a given type of concept are present within it is meaningless. 
But if this is so, then it equally makes no sense to suppose that a complex concept 
that already contains the concept of possibility may acquire another concept of 
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possibility in virtue of the fact that the one already present in the complex concept 
is mutually consistent with the other concepts in that complex concept. The 
complex concept either has the concept of possibility or it does not; once it has it, 
it is meaningless to ask whether it can acquire more of them. 
 
The second mistake underlying this objection is to conceive of the concept of 
possibility as an additional thing or constituent part of the complex concept, 
distinct from the other concepts that compose it. I suggested above57 that if 
Heathcliff’s complete concept contains the concept of being possible, it does so in 
virtue of the fact that his other constituent concepts are jointly consistent. It is not 
“added on” to the other concepts. To say that Heathcliff is possible is nothing 
more than to say that all the concepts in his complete concept are jointly 
consistent. To say that the concept of possibility is “added” to the others is simply 
to say that, considered together, they have a certain logical feature. 
 
To put it another way, the consistency of a concept is not simply what makes it 
possible, or a necessary and sufficient condition for possibility – it is what 
possibility is. If an essence is, by definition, a consistent set of concepts, then 
necessarily, any given essence is possible. To know an essence is to know a 
possibility. As Leibniz puts it, “Essence is fundamentally nothing but the 
possibility of the thing under consideration.”58 He expands on the point 
elsewhere: 
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...this possibility, impossibility, or necessity (for the necessity of one thing is the impossibility of 
its contrary) is not a chimera which we create, since all we do consists in recognizing them, in 
spite of ourselves and in a constant manner. So of all the things which actually are, the possibility 
or impossibility of being is itself the first. But this possibility and this necessity form or compose 
what are called the essences or natures and the truths which are usually called eternal. And we are 
right in calling them this, for there is nothing so eternal as what is necessary.59 
 
Conversely, for something to be possible is simply for it to be conceivable: “I call 
possible anything which is perfectly conceivable and which, as a result, has an 
essence or an idea...”60 Is it possible because it is conceivable? Or is it 
conceivable because it is possible? It is important that Leibniz specifies that he is 
thinking of what is “perfectly conceivable” (my italics). This suggests that he is 
thinking of what God conceives, not of what we conceive. Indeed, Leibniz could 
hardly suppose that anything we can conceive must be possible, because he 
frequently reminds us that there are things we think we can conceive, but in fact 
we cannot, because they are impossible. If human conceivability were the 
criterion of possibility, Leibniz would have no grounds for such an assertion. And 
as the passage from the New essays quoted above makes clear, possibility is 
something that we recognise “in spite of ourselves”. The possibility of an object is 
explained by something other than our ability to conceive it. 
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Is it, then, explained by God’s ability to conceive it? As we have seen,61 Leibniz 
seems to consider possibility (of concepts) to be explained in terms of the 
compossibility of their constituent concepts (which is itself explained in terms of 
the consistency of those constituent concepts). That would suggest that the fact 
that a concept is possible is explanatorily prior to anyone’s ability to conceive of 
it, even God’s. But the passage from the letter to Bourguet quoted above suggests 
that something is an idea because God can conceive it. It seems to me that Leibniz 
is not being inconsistent here. On his view, to ask whether something has a 
concept because God can conceive of that thing, or whether God can conceive of 
that thing because it has a concept, is to ask a meaningless question – because for 
God to be able to conceive of a thing is exactly the same thing as for him to have 
a concept of it, and vice versa. As we have seen,62 Leibniz believes that the divine 
mind can actually be defined as the region of possibilities; to say that something is 
possible is to say that it is in (in some non-spatial sense of “in”) the divine mind. 
And the existence of logical categories such as “possible” can form the basis of a 
proof of God’s existence. So to say that something is possible, and to say that it 
exists as an idea or a concept in God’s mind, is to say the same thing in different 
words. Neither is explanatorily prior to the other. 
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As we have seen in this section,63 Leibniz considers an essence to be such a 
concept. The essence of X is not my idea of X, or someone else’s idea of X, 
which may be incomplete. Rather, it is God’s idea of X.  
 
One can define a “parabola”, in the geometers’ sense, as a figure in which all the rays parallel to a 
certain straight line are brought together by reflection at a particular point, the “focus”. But what 
that idea or definition expresses is not so much the figure’s inner essence, i.e. something which 
could let us straight away grasp its origin, but rather an external feature, a result. Wishing to 
construct a figure which has such a resulting property, one might even wonder initially whether it 
is something possible; and for me that is what shows whether a definition is a merely nominal one, 
drawn from properties, or whether instead it is real.64  
 
Now we can see why species (such as “parabola”) can have essences: if you 
understand what it is about a parabola that gives it the properties it has, you will 
also understand why it has those properties and why it could not fail to have them. 
 
Essences and individuals 
 
We now run into a vexed problem of interpretation. We have established that, for 
Leibniz, genera do not have essences, but species do. It is logical to continue our 
descent into particularity and ask whether individuals have essences. It seems, 
from what we have seen, that they should. The complete concept of an individual 
contains everything that is true of the individual, including its causes and effects. 
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Therefore, it seems, if you know an individual’s complete concept, you will know 
why it exists, and why it has the qualities that it has; you will know that it is 
possible. Such a concept should therefore be an essence, on Leibniz’ definition. 
Mondadori, for example, characterises a “complete concept” as “a core set... of 
primitive or independent properties”,65 and goes on to say that “[s]uch a core set, 
in turn, we may plausibly identify with the essence of x”.66  
 
But this apparently straightforward answer overlooks an important problem: what 
exactly is the difference between an individual and a species? After all, if we 
consider the complete concept of Caesar simply as a list of qualities – if we 
“enumerate the marks” as Leibniz suggests67 – all we have is a description, which, 
if put into words, will yield a definition. Any individual which meets all these 
requirements will be Caesar. But that is simply a species which happens to have a 
single member. There is a difference between that concept of Caesar – of 
Caesarhood, if you like, even uniquely instantiated Caesarhood – and the concept 
of the individual called Caesar, just as there is a difference between Caesarhood 
and Caesar.68 In his correspondence with Arnauld – which, together with the 
Discourse on metaphysics, is the most important set of texts in which Leibniz 
grapples with these matters – Leibniz points out what this difference is: 
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...the most abstract concepts of species contain only necessary or eternal truths which do not at all 
depend on the decrees of God... But the concepts of individual substances, which are complete and 
suffice to distinguish their subjects completely, and which consequently inclose contingent truths 
or truths of fact, and individual circumstances of time, place, etc., must also inclose in their 
concept taken as possible the free decrees of God, also viewed as possible, because these free 
decrees are the principal sources of existences or facts. Essences, on the other hand, are in the 
divine understanding prior to any consideration of the will.69 
 
In this passage, Leibniz suggests that the essence of Caesar, properly understood, 
is his concept in the first sense given above. It is the concept of Caesarhood, a 
collection of concepts which, when all are instantiated together, will form a 
Caesar – a member of the Caesar species. It is a sort of universal, even if it is 
instantiated in only one possible being. But the complete concept of Caesar 
himself – of the actual individual who satisfies all the conditions of Caesarhood – 
contains something more, namely the fact of certain divine decrees. As McRae 
puts it: “A complete concept is the concept of the individual in its pure 
individuality.”70  
 
Actual and possible existence 
 
McRae goes on to attribute to Leibniz the view that all possible individuals have 
concepts like this. So it is not only the actual Caesar who has a complete concept 
in addition to his essence; the possible but non-actual Heathcliff does too. This 
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interpretation seems to be supported by what Leibniz says elsewhere. He writes, 
for example: 
 
...I consider the individual notion of Adam as possible when I maintain that, among an infinity of 
possible notions, God has chosen the notion of an Adam such as this, and notions possible in 
themselves do not depend upon God’s free decrees.71 
 
We are also told that: 
 
...there is truly such a full notion of Adam, accompanied by all his predicates and conceived as 
possible, and that God knows this before he decides to create him...72 
 
Yet if the distinction between the essence of X and the complete concept of X is 
that the latter contains information about the divine decrees and the former does 
not, how can a merely possible entity have a complete concept? After all, it is 
possible irrespective of God’s decrees – God decides to actualise certain possible 
entities and not others only after surveying all of them.73 There are two possible 
answers to this. The first is that God’s decision not to actualise a possible entity 
generates its complete concept. That is, when God decides to actualise Caesar, he 
generates Caesar’s complete concept, which is simply Caesar’s essence plus the 
decision to actualise him (ie, the essence plus the fact of existence). And when 
God decides not to actualise Heathcliff, he generates Heathcliff’s complete 
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concept too – which is Heathcliff’s essence plus the decision not to actualise him 
(ie, the essence plus the fact of non-existence). 
 
This is quite neat but in my view implausible, because it seems to contradict 
passages such as the one above. In those passages, Leibniz speaks of possible 
entities’ complete concepts or individual notions as the objects among which God 
chooses when deciding what to actualise. In other words, they already have 
complete concepts even before God makes his decision. Yet, at the same time, we 
know that God’s decisions cannot be determined by possibilities; the complete 
concept of Caesar, before God has decided to actualise him, cannot contain the 
information that he is to be actualised, otherwise God has no real decision to 
make. 
 
The second possible solution is this. In the passage from the letter to Arnauld 
quoted above, Leibniz states that the concepts of individual substances “must also 
inclose in their concept taken as possible the free decrees of God, also viewed as 
possible” (my italics). This suggests that the individual concept contains not the 
fact of the entity’s existence or non-existence, but only what would have caused it 
to exist if it did so. Thus, Caesar’s complete concept consists of his essence, plus 
– not the concept of actual existence – but the concept of being caused by God, 
were he to exist. Heathcliff’s complete concept would be exactly the same. On 
this interpretation, there would be no difference between the complete concept of 
an actually existing thing and that of a merely possible thing (except those 
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differences that they have in virtue of being different things). And this receives 
support from the fact that – as far as I can tell – Leibniz never explicitly states that 
the complete concept of an actually existing thing contains the concept of its 
actual existence, let alone that the complete concept of a non-existent thing 
contains the concept of its non-existence. Statements to this effect appear nowhere 
in either the Discourse on metaphysics or the correspondence with Arnauld, the 
key texts in which Leibniz was trying to disentangle this subject. 
 
Yet this too cannot be correct. A complete concept is supposed to contain all the 
information about an entity; it must, then, tell us whether that entity actually 
exists or not! Even if he never draws this conclusion explicitly, it seems that 
Leibniz’ insistence that all true statements conform to the subject-in-predicate law 
commits him to the view that the complete concept of an actually existing 
individual contains the concept of its actual existence. Furthermore, if the 
complete concept of an actually existing entity is indistinguishable from that of a 
merely possible one, then by Leibniz’ principles there would be no difference 
between them – a conclusion that would lead ineluctably to the dreaded 
Spinozism.  
 
I suggest that the best way to resolve this problem is to combine the two imperfect 
solutions considered above. Let us say that the complete concept of X contains all 
the information contained in the essence of X, with the addition of existential 
information. By “existential information” I mean information such as:  
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1. This entity actually exists. 
2. This entity actually does not exist. 
3. This entity would exist if God decreed it. 
4. If this entity were to exist it would do so because God decreed it. 
 
Clearly, 1 and 2 on this list would be part of the complete concept of an individual 
which God has decreed should or should not exist; they are postvolitional.74 But 3 
and 4 would be part of an individual’s concept not simply whether or not God 
decides to actualise it, but whether or not God has made any decision at all; they 
are prevolitional. We can say, then, that every individual has a complete concept 
which consists of its essence plus 3 and 4; in the case of those individuals which 
God has decided to actualise, the concept also contains 1, while in the case of 
those which God has decided not to actualise, it contains 2. This captures what 
Leibniz seems to be saying in the passage from his letter to Arnauld quoted 
earlier, where he distinguishes between essences and the concepts of individual 
substances. The concept of a substance contains this existential information, but 
there is no “consideration of the [divine] will” – even, apparently, of its decrees 
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considered as possibilities alone – in essences. And this makes sense, because an 
essence tells us only what sort of thing something is: it tells us what it is like, not 
how it comes to be actual. 
 
It should be clear that, on this interpretation, existential information is distinct 
from what we might call causal information, which is information such as “If this 
entity were to exist, it would be the son of so-and-so.”75 Such information 
concerns the relations between the individual and other (possible) created 
individuals. But “existential information” concerns its relations with God, and in 
particular with what Leibniz calls his “free decrees”. 
 
This interpretation seems to accord with what Leibniz goes on to tell Arnauld: 
 
...the free decrees of God taken as possible, enter into the concept of a possible Adam, while it is 
these same decrees of God become actual that are the cause of the actual Adam. I agree with you 
as against the Cartesians that possibilities are possible before all of God’s actual decrees, but 
sometimes not without assuming these same actual decrees considered as possibilities. For the 
possibilities of individuals or of contingent truths include within their concepts the possibility of 
their causes, namely, the free decrees of God.76 
 
So Adam’s complete concept contains the concept of requiring God’s decrees to 
be actualised. Since God does actualise this individual, his complete concept 
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contains the concept of actually being actualised by God’s decrees. Presumably 
the complete concept of Heathcliff also contains the concept of requiring God’s 
decrees to be actualised, but has in addition the concept of not being actualised by 
them. The claim is reminiscent of the one that, in chapter 2, we saw Aquinas 
make, to the effect that God has “virtually practical knowledge” of non-existents, 
because if they were to exist, it would be by his decree.77 
 
As we have seen, the complete concept of an individual contains existential 
information, but to the degree that this exists in God’s understanding without 
reference to his will (ie, in his prevolitional knowledge), this existential 
information is of possibilities only. But, as we have also seen, “Essences... are in 
the divine understanding prior to any consideration of the will” (my italics).78 
Furthermore, in that passage, Leibniz contrasts essences to complete concepts of 
individuals considered solely as possibilities, containing reference to the possible 
effects of God’s decrees. We have, then, a rather complex situation, but one that 
makes sense in the context of Leibniz’ other commitments. There is a distinction 
between essences and complete concepts, in that the former tell us what an 
individual is like but the latter give us, in addition, existential information. The 
essence is of an individual qua species, but the complete concept is of it qua 
individual. This distinction holds even when we are considering individuals 
purely as possibilities without reference to whether they actually exist or not. But 
we can make another distinction between two kinds of complete concept – one 
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that Leibniz does not make, but which I have argued he is committed to, given his 
insistence (1) that possible individuals have concepts even “before” God has 
decided which ones to actualise, and (2) that everything that is true of an (actual) 
individual is contained within its concept. This distinction is between the 
individual considered as something that might be actualised by God (without 
determining whether it actually is or not), and the individual considered as 
something that either has been or has not been actualised by God. It is at this level 
that there is a difference between the complete concepts of Caesar and Heathcliff; 
at the former level there is no difference (of this kind) between them, just as there 
is none between their essences either. 
 
Certainly, this theory is not enormously explicit in Leibniz. The passages I have 
cited already seem to be the closest he gets to articulating it, and my distinction 
between prevolitional and postvolitional individual notions is not one that Leibniz 
himself makes, although I have argued that it is one to which he is committed. 
Curley points out that, on the subject of existence and whether it is included in 
something’s concept or not, Leibniz is decidedly hesitant: his pronouncements on 
this subject are associated with marginal notes, crossings out, and other 
indications of uncertainty.79 I think the theory I have outlined here is the one that 
does the most justice to the most texts: it allows us to interpret Leibniz in the most 
consistent way possible. It also preserves a theme we have seen throughout our 
examination of Leibniz: how one and the same thing can be conceived under quite 
different modes. X is really identical to the possibility of X, which is also really 
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identical to God’s idea of X, which is also really identical to the essence of X, 
which is also really identical to the complete concept of X. As I will suggest, 
Duns Scotus’ distinction between real and formal identity is helpful in 
understanding Leibniz here. Just as Spinoza believed that the mind and the body 
are really identical, but conceived under different attributes of God, so too Leibniz 
seems to think that objects can be conceived in quite different ways, as both 
actual and logical entities. That explains his ever-present belief that the study of 
concepts can tell us facts about things. They are actually one and the same. 
 
Leibniz and his predecessors 
 
Such a distinction, between God’s knowledge of things considered as possible 
(within his knowledge of necessary truths alone) and his knowledge of things 
considered as existent (within his knowledge of his own decrees), is hardly unique 
to Leibniz. Compare Malebranche, for example: 
 
God sees [bodies] without a doubt... He sees them as possibles only in his essence, to the extent 
that they can participate in it; and as existents, only in his efficacious decrees which give them 
existence.80 
 
And we can usefully compare Leibniz’ view to Thomas Aquinas’ theory of two 
kinds of divine ideas, which we saw in chapter 2. There, I argued that Aquinas 
distinguishes between what I called T-ideas, by which God understands possible 
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but non-existent objects, and TE-ideas, by which God understands possible 
existing objects and also which function as archetypes for those objects.81 TE-
ideas express the relational properties of similarity to, and dependence upon, God, 
on the part of the object. T-ideas express the relational properties of similarity to, 
and possible dependence upon, God, on the part of the object. Leibniz’ distinction 
between the two kinds of concept in God makes the same point, but in a different 
way. For him, a thing’s prevolitional concept expresses its possibility, including 
the causes it would have were it to be actual – pre-eminent among which is God’s 
(possible) decision to actualise it. In other words, it contains the concept of 
possible dependence upon God. And its concept considered postvolitionally 
contains the concept of actual dependence upon God. For Aquinas, any object has 
only one idea in God’s mind, which always contains the former element and may 
contain the latter too. For Leibniz, the concept of any existing object can be 
understood in two ways in God’s mind, one of which contains the former element, 
and the other of which contains the latter. 
 
Perhaps the most interesting parallels to the theory I have outlined here come in 
Duns Scotus. In one telling passage, Leibniz refers to “the individual notion or 
‘haecceity’ of Alexander”.82 His use here of terminology pioneered by Scotus 
seems to me to be significant. Leibniz’ “concepts” share certain characteristics 
with Scotus’ “natures”, in particular his distinction between “intuitive cognition”, 
where we know an object as existing, and “abstractive cognition”, where we know 
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it without specifying whether it exists or not. For Scotus, these are different 
mental acts, though with the same object. This seems structurally very similar to 
the distinction I have suggested in Leibniz between a complete concept 
understood prevolitionally and one understood postvolitionally. 
 
For example, Scotus insists that the nature of something is, in itself, neither 
universal nor particular: 
 
...community and singularity are not related to the nature, as being in the intellect and true being 
outside the soul are. For community belongs to the nature apart from the intellect and likewise too 
does singularity, and community belongs to the nature in its own right, whereas singularity 
belongs to the nature through something in the thing that contracts the nature. But universality 
does not belong to a thing in its own right. And that is why I grant that we should seek the cause of 
universality, but no cause of community should be sought apart from the nature. And once the 
community within the nature is posited in accord with its proper entity and unity, we must 
necessarily seek a cause of singularity to add something to that nature to which it belongs.83 
 
It is clear from this passage that “community” is something distinct from 
“universality”. “Community” is one of the characteristics of universals specified 
by Boethius: the ability to apply to several things at once. By “universality”, 
Scotus seems to mean the quality of actually applying to several things at once. 
Thus, to have universality entails having community, but not vice versa. Scotus is 
clear that a universal nature possesses both of these qualities, and moreover does 
so in extra-mental reality: he is not a nominalist in any sense. But at the same time 
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he distinguishes between a universal nature and a nature per se, because natures 
per se are not universal. He thinks that a nature per se possesses community but 
not universality. This means that when we are faced with a nature that is 
universal, there must be some cause of its being universal. 
 
What is this cause? Simply the fact that the nature is instantiated a number of 
times. This is what makes it universal in addition to merely communal. Thus, 
universality is a feature of the world and not simply a way of looking at the world. 
But universals do not exist apart from particulars. Scotus is particularly concerned 
to oppose the doctrine of Roger Bacon, who had thought of universals as things 
that are predicated of other things. Scotus replies that universals are not things at 
all. A universal is just something’s nature, instantiated in a number of things: its 
existence is logically prior to that of the particular, but only qua nature, not qua 
universal. 
 
But that is only half the story: it is one thing for natures to be expanded into 
universals; it is quite another for them to be contracted into particulars. Why is it 
that individuals cannot be divided into a number of things all sharing the same 
nature, as universals can? And why is one individual not identical to another 
individual of the same kind? Scotus famously rejects Aquinas’ argument that this 
is explained by the fact that different individuals have different chunks of 
matter,84 since what makes one chunk of matter different from another chunk?85 
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His own answer is that there is some positive feature about each individual that 
distinguishes it from other individuals of the same kind. This feature cannot be in 
its nature, since that is what it shares with the others: 
 
…things that differ are “other-same things”; but Socrates and Plato differ, hence there must be 
something whereby they differ, the ultimate basis of their difference. But the nature in the one and 
the other is not primarily the cause of their difference, but their agreement. Though the nature in 
one is not the nature in the other, nature and nature are not that whereby the two differ primarily, 
but that whereby they agree (for they do not differ just of themselves – otherwise there would be 
no real agreement between them), hence there must be something else whereby they differ. But 
this is not quantity, nor existence, nor a negation, as was established in the preceding questions; 
therefore, it must be something positive in the category of substance, contracting the specific 
nature.86 
 
Just as a substance can be considered a unity of matter and form, so too it can be 
considered a unity of nature and individuating entity.87 It is a combination of 
“whatness” (that is, quiddity) with “thisness” (that is, haecceity). To put it another 
way, a full description of any individual will have to take into account something 
more than its nature, for a nature is not particular, but an individual is. 
 
Structurally, Scotus’ theory is not unlike Leibniz’. Scotus distinguishes between 
bare nature, which is neither particular nor universal, and nature plus haecceity, 
which yields an individual. Similarly, Leibniz distinguishes between bare essence 
and essence plus existential information (or individual notion), which, similarly, 
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yields an individual. It is important to recognise that, for Leibniz, this “existential 
information” is not the same thing as sheer existence. He is not suggesting that 
existence itself is the principle of individuation, a claim that would certainly put 
him at odds with Scotus. Rather, the principle of individuation is information 
regarding its actual, possible, or potential existence.88 It is not existence per se 
that distinguishes between the concept of an individual (qua individual) and its 
essence (the kind of thing it is); if it were, there could be no possible non-actual 
individuals. Rather, it is the free decrees of God, viewed as possible, that 
distinguishes them. 
 
Clearly, there are important differences between Leibniz’ theory and Scotus’. 
Scotus’ “nature” does not exist unless it is instantiated (although it is logically 
prior to the instantiation), but Leibniz’ “essence” exists (in some sense) whether 
instantiated or not, in the mind of God. Moreover, Scotus’ “haecceity” is 
intrinsically incomprehensible. Since Scotus shares the scholastic belief that only 
universals can be known, and the haecceity is by definition not a universal or part 
of one, it cannot be known. But the existential information, which is what 
differentiates Leibniz’ “individual notion” from an “essence”, is clearly 
something comprehensible. An individual notion is a concept, just as an essence 
is; it is simply an essence with an extra concept. Yet this difference between 
Leibniz and Scotus is actually less than it appears. Scotus does think that although 
haecceities are intrinsically unknowable, God’s omniscience allows him 
(somehow) to know them nevertheless. And Leibniz thinks that, although a 
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complete concept is intrinsically knowable, God is the only person who really 
knows any complete concept, because such concepts are so vast and contain so 
many other concepts – not least because every concept contains information about 
all the other members of that possible world. So although Leibniz and Scotus 
disagree about the theoretical knowability of the component that distinguishes an 
individual from a universal, they do agree on its knowability in practice: God, and 
only God, knows it. 
 
However, one important element of Scotus’ theory is his claim that the haecceity 
is really identical with the individual itself, just as its nature is. Two things are 
really identical if each cannot exist without the other; but they may, at the same 
time, be formally distinct, if we can distinguish between them. For Scotus, formal 
distinction is more than just calling one thing by two names, like the morning and 
evening star; he believes that the various metaphysical components of any 
substance are all formally distinct but really identical. In the same way, although I 
have distinguished between prevolitional and postvolitional individual notions in 
Leibniz, it would be more consonant with Leibniz’ thought to speak of just the 
one concept, considered in different ways. Considered as possibility, Caesar’s 
concept does not contain the concept of actual existence. Considered as existent, it 
does. Moreover, Caesar’s concept and his essence are really the same thing. His 
essence is “Caesarhood”, Caesar considered as a type; his concept is “Caesar”, the 
individual who uniquely instantiates that type. 
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The “striving possibles” 
 
These considerations may go some way towards explaining what is sometimes 
dubbed the doctrine of the “striving possibles”. The possibles strive for existence 
precisely because being caused – at least possibly being caused – is part of their 
individual notions: 
 
...we must acknowledge that since something rather than nothing exists, there is a certain urge for 
existence or (so to speak) a straining toward existence in possible things or in possibility or 
essence itself; in a word, essence in and of itself strives for existence. Furthermore, it follows from 
this that all possibles, that is, everything that expresses essence or possible reality, strive with 
equal right for existence in proportion to the amount of essence or reality or the degree of 
perfection they contain, for perfection is nothing but the amount of essence. 
From this it is obvious that of the infinite combinations of possibilities and possible series, the one 
that exists is the one through which the most essence or possibility is brought into existence.89 
 
Indeed, sometimes this possible existence is so powerful that it brings about 
actual existence. There are two versions of this theory which could be attributed 
to Leibniz, one stronger than the other. According to the weaker version, some 
concepts contain concepts of possible causes in such a way that they (practically) 
oblige God to actualise them. This is a corollary of Leibniz’ version of the 
principle of plenitude, according to which God will actualise as much as he can 
actualise, because it is better (other things being equal) to have more things: 
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You ask further: Why actually an infinity of monads? I reply that the mere possibility of an 
infinity is enough to establish this, since it is manifest how very rich are the works of God.90 
 
Now here, the existence of an infinite number of monads requires three 
conditions: first, the concepts of all those monads are possible (a condition which 
is necessarily satisfied by any concept); second, there is a God who can actualise 
them; and third, God will actualise the greatest number of compossible things that 
he can. Thus, in this case, possible existence is necessary but not sufficient for 
actual existence. Note, in particular, that there is no suggestion here that possible 
existence has any power of its own. The agent of actualisation lies outside the 
concept: it is God who actualises the concept, not the mere fact that the concept 
possibly exists. 
 
Thus Leibniz can write: 
 
...just as possibility is the foundation of essence, so perfection or degree of essence (through which 
the greatest number of things are compossible) is the foundation of existence.91 
 
The upshot of this is that although an object’s essence lacks the concept of 
existence, it may contain other concepts that entail existence.92 On some readings 
of Leibniz, that’s all that existence is. Hacking, for example, writes: 
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When we say that Peter exists we may properly mean that Peter belongs to a maximum 
compossibility class, that is, a class maximizing the variety of phenomena and the simplicity of the 
laws of nature, and which, being most perfect, is created by God out of his goodness and 
wisdom.93 
 
Such an interpretation entails a stronger version of the theory that possible 
existence brings about actual existence, since it suggests that actual existence is 
simply a kind of possible existence. But if belonging to a maximum 
compossibility class is all there is to existence, then God can have no creative role 
at all: what would it mean to say that God “creates” something that exists by 
definition? It seems to me much more in keeping with the texts we have seen so 
far to say that there is a difference between an existing thing and a non-existing 
thing quite apart from the contents of their essences. Certainly God chooses what 
to create on the basis of the contents of their essences; it may even be that, once 
he’s decided that he’s going to create something at all, God’s choice of which 
things to create is constrained by his desire to maximise the good. But still, God 
does something. The complete concept of an object – the concept that contains the 
concept of actual existence – is postvolitional.94 
 
It is important to bear in mind that, for Leibniz, asking whether possible things 
tend to actual existence in the absence of God is something of a red herring. For 
him, the existence of ideas and concepts themselves is inconceivable without a 
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divine mind for them to exist in, so asking whether they tend to exist apart from 
God is meaningless. He reminds us that “God’s understanding is the source of the 
essences of created things, such as they are in him, that is, bounded.”95 Indeed, 
this belief seems to have been central to Leibniz’ philosophy throughout his life: 
as early as 1671 he was arguing like this: 
 
What [is] the reason for the harmony of things? Nothing. For example, no reason can be given for 
the ratio of 2 to 4 being the same as that of 4 to 8, not even in the divine will. This depends on the 
essence itself, or the idea of things. For the essences of things are numbers, as it were, and contain 
the possibility of beings which God does not make as he does existence, since these possibilities or 
ideas of things coincide rather with God himself.96 
 
Thus, although Leibniz believes that the existence of contingent objects 
constitutes the basis for a proof of God’s existence – for the existence of 
contingent things can only be explained by appealing to the existence of a 
necessary thing97 – at a more fundamental level he thinks that the mere possibility 
of contingent objects is enough to prove God. Asking whether we can distinguish 
between actual and merely possible things in the absence of God is therefore, in 
Leibniz’ view, to misunderstand the nature of possibility in the first place. At the 
same time, however, the fact that something possibly exists is independent of 
God’s will. Furthermore, God can actualise only those things that can possibly 
exist. This is why Leibniz can say that “God is not the author of essences in so far 
                                                 
95
 Dialogue on human freedom A&G 114-15 
96
 Letter to Magnus Wedderkopf, May 1671 L 146 
97
 See Curley (1972) 90 
  268   
as they are only possibilities.”98 That is, God is not the author of essences in the 
sense of possibilities; similarly, he is not the author of complete concepts 
understood prevolitionally; but he is the author of complete concepts understood 
postvolitionally, that is, as containing the concept of actual existence (or non-
existence). And that is just another way of saying that God causes to exist all 
those things that do exist.
 
 
Analytic and synthetic existential truths 
 
What we have seen sheds some light on the century-old controversy over whether 
Leibniz believed existential truths to be analytic or synthetic.99 Russell argued that 
he thought them to be synthetic, because to make them analytic would remove 
any possibility of contingency. 100 Indeed, Russell believed that Leibniz was, in 
effect, denying that existence is a predicate at all, because it is not found in the 
essence of any individual or species, and he observed that, were Leibniz 
consistent, he ought to have applied this insight to the concept of God and 
concluded that the ontological argument is unsound.101 Couturat, however, 
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retorted that this was “quite simply to confuse Leibniz with Kant”,102 and that 
Leibniz treats existence in exactly the same way as any other predicate. 
 
In the face of Couturat’s criticisms, Russell changed his mind and altered the later 
editions of his book on Leibniz accordingly. However, some more recent 
commentators have argued that he should have stuck to his guns. Curley argues 
that Russell was right to begin with, and that Leibniz did hold existential truths to 
be synthetic.103 Adams, meanwhile, carries on the torch lit by Couturat, and 
criticises Curley’s interpretation, commenting that “this tendency leads backward, 
not only in time but also in our understanding of Leibniz”.104 For Adams, there is 
no justification for making existential statements an exception to the predicate-in-
notion principle. 
 
From what I have argued so far, it should be apparent that I think Couturat was 
right to insist that, for Leibniz, existential truths conform to the predicate-in-
notion principle. There seems to be no textual basis for attributing to Leibniz the 
view that an actually existing individual’s complete concept does not contain the 
concept of actual existence; although assertions of this view are surprisingly thin 
on the ground in his work, it appears to be entailed by his general claims about the 
predicate-in-notion principle. But as we have seen, Leibniz understands complete 
concepts prevolitionally as well as postvolitionally – he must do, if his talk of 
God reviewing the concepts of all possible individuals on the eve of creation is to 
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make sense.105 The prevolitional complete concept of Caesar is the concept of 
Caesar, the individual, without taking into account any of God’s actual decrees. 
Understood this way, Caesar’s concept does not contain the concept of actual 
existence; it contains not the concept that he really is actualised by God, only the 
concept that, were he to exist, it would be because God had actualised him. I have 
argued that Leibniz is committed to viewing complete concepts in these two 
ways, although he does not make any explicit distinction between them. And if an 
individual’s concept contains the concept of actual existence only when viewed in 
one way, but not in the other, then this explains some of the confusion. One thing 
is clear, though: essences do not contain any “existential information” at all. 
Leibniz states that an individual’s essence tells us only what sort of thing it is, and 
it does not contain information about the divine decrees, whether considered as 
possible or actual. So the concept of actual existence is not part of Caesar’s 
essence, even though he does exist. If, to hold that “Caesar exists” is an analytic 
truth, one must believe that existence is essential to Caesar or that existence is 
part of his essence, Russell was right to deny that Leibniz held it. 
 
In this way, we can resolve apparent inconsistencies in Leibniz’ work. Adams, for 
example, notes one such inconsistency in a single text. Leibniz tells us that: 
 
...all the knowledge of propositions that is in God, whether it be of simple understanding, about 
the Essences of things, or of vision about the existences of things, or middle knowledge about 
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conditioned existences, results immediately from the perfect understanding of each term that can 
be the subject or predicate of any proposition.106 
 
But he then goes on to claim that “the possibility or Concept of a created mind 
does not involve existence”.107 Adams resolves the conflict by distinguishing 
between the complete concept, which is what Leibniz is talking about in the first 
sentence, and its essence “in a narrow sense”,108 which is what he’s talking about 
in the second. I shall argue below that Adams’ conception of Leibnizian 
“essence” is flawed; but otherwise, this seems to me the correct explanation of the 
problem. When Leibniz is talking about “possibilities”, he is talking about 
essences – and they do not contain existential information. When he’s talking 
about God’s knowledge of existing things, he’s talking about complete concepts – 
which do. 
 
This also addresses the arguments that Adams raises in favour of attributing to 
Leibniz the view that existential truths are analytic. For example, he cites the 
following passage: 
 
But when one says that a thing exists, or that it has real existence, this existence itself is the 
predicate – that is to say, it has a concept linked with the idea that is in question, and there is a 
connection between these two concepts.109 
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This passage is perfectly in line with the interpretation I’ve suggested. Leibniz is 
here talking about the complete concept of an existing thing – as he is in other 
texts that Adams cites. But as we have seen, Leibniz does think that existential 
truths are analytic on the level of postvolitional complete concepts.110 It does not 
follow from this that he thinks that they are analytic on the level of essences – that 
the essence of any actually existing thing contains the fact of its existence – 
because essences are prevolitional. In other words, Adams’ interpretation is 
correct, but it does not give us the whole picture. Indeed, both Russell and 
Couturat were right, but it is only when we make the distinction between different 
kinds of complete concepts that we can see how. 
 
Curley cites the following passage: 
 
Just as existence is conceived by us as if it were a thing having nothing in common with essence, 
which nevertheless cannot be the case, because there must be more in the concept of the existent 
than in that of the non-existent, i.e., existence is a perfection, since there is really nothing else 
explicable in existence than that it enters into the most perfect series of things; so in the same way 
we conceive position as something extrinsic, which adds nothing to the thing placed, though it 
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...Leibniz implies that existence does not “add something new” to the thing that exists, or at least 
that we naturally think of existence in this way. But to say this, for Leibniz, is not to make the 
Kantian claim that existence is not a predicate; it is to say that existence is an extrinsic 
denomination. And when he says that there must be more in the concept of the existent than in the 
concept of the non-existent, he is making his usual point about extrinsic denominations – none of 
them are purely so, there must always be some basis in the nature of the thing for its existence.112 
 
This seems to me quite right – at least if we are talking about essences. As far as 
Caesar’s essence is concerned, existence is indeed an extrinsic denomination; the 
fact that he exists is not part of his essence. Of course, the reason for his existence 
– or part of it – can be found in his essence; it is because his essence contains the 
concepts that it does that God chooses to actualise it as opposed to that of some 
alternative possible person. However, if we are talking about Caesar’s complete 
concept, understood postvolitionally, it would not be right to say that existence is 
an extrinsic denomination. 
 
Concepts and relations 
 
As all of this suggests, Leibniz believes complete concepts to be intrinsically 
relational. We have already seen how the possibility of any complex concept is 
determined by its internal relations. But complete concepts also have relations 
with things external to themselves. They contain, if nothing else, existential 
information, which describes the individual’s relation to God. As Curley rightly 
says, such a concept is (or corresponds to) an extrinsic denomination in the sense 
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in which we considered it in chapter 3. That is so even if that individual is never 
instantiated, that is, if it is only possible. 
 
Complete concepts, then, are intrinsically relational. But what of essences? 
Adams writes: 
 
The essence of a substance, in the narrow sense, contains information about such things as the 
perceptions the substance has, and perhaps the geometrical configurations and motions expressed 
by those perceptions, and about the substance’s powers and tendencies to produce perceptions in 
itself – but not about other substances.113 
 
On this view, the “narrow” essence therefore contains no relational information 
about other things or how the object relates to them. But what we have seen in 
this chapter provides no reason for supposing this. We have seen that the 
difference between Caesar’s complete concept and his essence is that the former 
contains “existential information” while the latter does not. But we have also seen 
that this “existential information” is concerned only with the divine decrees and 
the individual’s relation to God. It does not include his relations to other created 
individuals. Thus, the concept of being the son of Aurelia Cotta is not part of the 
“existential information” which is found exclusively in Caesar’s complete 
concept; this information is part of his essence. In which case, his essence 
certainly contains relational concepts. 
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Against this interpretation, Adams cites the following passage: 
 
In a word, when one speaks of the possibility of a thing it is not a question of the causes that can 
bring about or prevent its actual existence; otherwise one would change the nature of the terms and 
render useless the distinction between the possible and the actual...114 
 
Yet surely, in this passage, Leibniz intends to clarify that the possibility of 
something has got nothing to do with what causes actually exist. That is, say that 
Heathcliff’s essence contains the fact that, were he to exist, he would be the son 
of so-and-so; and say that so-and-so in fact does not exist. On these grounds, 
someone might conclude that Heathcliff is impossible. Leibniz is making the 
point that this conclusion would not follow: the possibility or otherwise of 
Heathcliff has got nothing to do with what actually exists or does not exist. If it 
did, then the only possible things would be those that are compossible with what 
actually exists – something Leibniz obviously wants to deny. He is not saying that 
Heathcliff’s essence contains no information about what causes would bring him 
into existence if he did exist; he is simply saying that whatever such information 
that essence may contain is no threat to its possibility.115 
 
Moreover, we should remember that Leibniz denies any clear-cut distinction 
between relational and non-relational predicates in the first place, as we saw in 
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chapter 3.116 If all properties involve a relational component, it would follow that 
an essence as Adams conceives it – wholly non-relational – would contain no 
information at all. 
 
I suggest, then, that Russell was right when he wrote that, for Leibniz: 
 
...possible existents involve possible causes, and the connection between a possible cause and a 
possible effect is similar to that between an actual cause and an actual effect. But so long as we do 
not assert actual existence, we are still in the region of eternal truths...117 
 
Indeed, even if we ignore a substance’s causal relations with other things, it is 
clear that a complete concept of a substance, if it contains everything that is true 
of that substance, will contain a great deal of information about things other than 
that substance. For example, if A and B both exist, then it is true of A that it 
coexists with B, and that it is a certain distance from B, and so on. These facts 
will be included in its concept. The complete concept of any individual, in fact, 
will contain information about every other individual which shares its world. As 
Leibniz puts it: 
 
Thus when we well consider the connection of things, it can be said that there are at all times in 
the soul of Alexander traces of all that has happened to him and marks of all that will happen to 
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him and even traces of all that happens in the universe – though it belongs only to God to know 
them all.118 
 
In itself, this seems something of a weak thesis. It may be true to say of A that it 
coexists with B, but this does not really tell us anything about A itself or indicate 
a particular quality that it possesses. The point is, however, that a complete 
description of A will also involve not only the fact that B, C, and so on share its 
possible world, but will include A’s relations to these things: it is so far away 
from B, brought into existence by C, and so on. Unless we describe an object’s 
relations to other things, we have not said everything possible about it. A 
complete concept or notion of a substance, therefore, should include relational 
information. 
 
Mates argues that while this may be true, it does not commit Leibniz to the view 
that concepts are intrinsically relational. He points out that Leibniz distinguishes 
between one concept’s including another and its merely needing another: 
 
...the concept of Adam needs, but does not include, that of Eve. Hence I interpret the passages in 
question to mean only that, ultimately, every individual concept needs every other, and not to be in 
any way inconsistent with Leibniz’s denial of the reality of relations or to imply that any 
“relational properties” are included in such concepts.119 
 
                                                 
118
 Discourse on metaphysics L 308 
119
 Mates (1986) 220 
  278   
I am not convinced that this argument works. If one concept needs another, even 
without including it, that means that the one concept is such as to entail things 
about the other. Now that does not necessarily mean that the concept itself is 
intrinsically relational. It could be, for example, that there is some general law 
that states that, should one substance have a certain concept as part of its complete 
concept, then other substances cannot have that concept as part of their complete 
concepts. In fact, Leibniz does hold such a principle, namely the identity of 
indiscernibles. If, as Leibniz believes, it is a necessary truth that two exactly 
similar things cannot co-exist, then to possess a complete concept is to exclude 
anything with an identical concept from existing. That is, to possess all the 
qualities one has is to exclude anything else from possessing them all as well. 
That has the interesting result that even if an object’s complete concept were to 
contain only purely intrinsic denominations, without any reference to other things 
at all, it would still have consequences concerning the contents of other objects’ 
complete concepts. This seems to be an example of the kind of relation Mates has 
in mind, where one complete concept needs another (or, at least, entails certain 
things about it) without containing another (or indeed being explicitly relational at 
all). Thus, the principle of the identity of indiscernibles means that, in a sense, all 
complete concepts are inherently relational. And to this extent, Mates seems to be 
right. 
 
However, this argument does not really support a view as strong as the one Mates 
expresses in the above passage. This is for two reasons. The first is that the 
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argument applies only to complete concepts. Leibniz thinks that no two distinct 
objects can have exactly similar complete concepts, but obviously he does not 
think that they cannot have any concepts in common, or no two things could be 
similar in any respect at all. The second, and related, reason is that Leibniz’ Law 
may explain why no two (complete) concepts can be identical, but it does not 
explain any other ways in which the fact that a certain actual object has a certain 
concept can determine which other possible objects do or do not exist. That is, 
Leibniz’ Law thus does not explain why the fact that the complete concept of 
object A contains a particular concept should entail anything about the contents of 
the complete concept of object B; B’s concept could contain it or not, at least as 
far as Leibniz’ Law goes. For example, Adam’s concept contains certain concepts 
which are such that Eve’s concept must contain certain other concepts. How can 
this be so if none of Adam’s concepts is relational? That could only work if there 
were some other general law, akin to the law of the identity of indiscernibles, 
which lays down that if the complete concept of one substance contains certain 
concepts, then the complete concept of some other substance or substances must 
contain (or not contain) certain concepts. But Mates does not explain what law 
this might be. The only alternative is that there is some inherent feature of the 
concept itself which has ramifications for the concepts of other entities. In 
Leibniz’ language, they cannot be purely intrinsic denominations, almost by 
definition. It is possible, certainly, that to the extent that they are extrinsic they are 
implicit – that is, they entail that the complete concept of something else, not 
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necessarily Eve, contains certain concepts. But even if that is so, it is hard to see 
how it makes them any less relational. 
 
I suggest, then, that Leibniz’ claim that the concept of one thing partly determines 
the concept of another does commit him to the view that at least some concepts 
are intrinsically relational – that is, that they include references to other things. An 
individual notion contains causal information: it specifies not only that a thing has 
such-and-such a property, but why it does, and in virtue of what other essences it 
has them. This is why one notion contains information about other notions, at 
least those that impinge upon it – which, for Leibniz, is all those in the same 
possible world. It is these relational links between the notions of the members of 
each possible world that determine each possible world over and against the 
others. 
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6 – Perception, cognition, and intentionality in Leibniz 
 
In the last three chapters, we have seen how Leibniz presents theories which, 
although different in important ways from those of his scholastic predecessors, 
are structurally similar to them in certain key respects. In this chapter, we shall 
see how his views on ideas, concepts, and relations combine to create a theory of 
intentionality which is also structurally similar to that of the scholastics. 
 
Direct and indirect objects 
 
In chapters 4 and 5, we considered what Leibniz means by the words “idea” and 
“concept”. We saw that his most consistent view is that a concept is an idea when 
it is being thought of, and that in this way ideas serve – in some sense – as 
immediate objects of thought. But in what sense are we to think of them as 
“objects”? And in what sense are we to think of external things as “objects”? 
 
Leibniz accepts “that material things are not the immediate objects of our 
perception”,1 which would imply that some other things, perhaps mental entities, 
are the immediate objects of our perception. Thus, he seems to suggest a 
distinction between immediate and mediate, or direct and indirect, objects: 
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...human souls... perceive what passes without them by what passes within them, answering to the 
things without...2 
 
Phenomena and images 
 
There are a number of items in Leibniz’ noetics that qualify as good candidates 
for the role of the immediate objects of thought and sensation. As we saw in 
chapter 4, ideas fall into this category. But they are not alone. There are also, for 
example, “the varied phenomena or appearances which exist in my mind”.3 It 
may be tempting to identify these with ideas, but that would be a mistake. 
Phenomena are things in the soul which may or may not “correspond” to things 
outside it: 
 
...it is exactly as certain that there exists in my mind the appearance of a golden mountain or of a 
centaur when I dream of these, as it is that I who am dreaming exist, for both are included in the 
one fact that it is certain that a centaur appears to me... [The phenomenon] will be vivid if its 
qualities, such as light, color, and warmth, appear intense enough. It will be complex if these 
qualities are varied and support our undertaking many experiments and new observations... A 
phenomenon will be coherent when it consists of many phenomena, for which a reason can be 
given either within themselves or by some sufficiently simple hypothesis common to them...4 
 
Leibniz is careful to distinguish these phenomena, which are mental objects, from 
another class of objects that are in the brain or elsewhere in the body: 
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...our internal sensations, that is, those which are in the soul itself and not in the brain or in the 
subtle parts of the body, are merely phenomena which follow upon external events or, better, are 
really appearances or like well-ordered dreams...5 
 
Are we to think in terms of mental images, little copies of the external object? It 
is perhaps surprising to find that Leibniz does, on occasion, entertain such a 
notion. In his earlier writings, especially, he seems to assume that the mind 
contains little images of what is perceived; his point is that these images can exist 
even when we are not thinking of their objects: 
 
Thought is a perceptible thing without awareness of parts. This is clear from experience. For 
thought is that “something, I know not what” which we perceive when we perceive what we 
think. But when, for example, we perceive that we have thought of Titius, we not only perceive 
that we have the image of Titius in our mind, for this has parts, of course; such an image is not 
enough for thinking. 
For we have images in the mind even when we do not think of them, but we perceive, besides, 
that we have been aware of this image of Titius, and in this awareness of our images itself we find 
no parts.6 
 
Indeed, in other passages, Leibniz seems to think of the image not as part of the 
initial perception but as a product of second-order cognition. That is, the image is 
formed when the mind contemplates the act by which it perceives the object in 
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the first place. This notion seems very reminiscent of Aquinas’ “word of the 
heart”: 
 
I do not yet adequately experience how these different acts of the mind take place, in this 
continually reciprocating reflection, as it were, in the intervals between these acts, but they seem 
to be made by a distinguishing sense of the bodily direction. But if you observe well, this act will 
merely make you remember that you already had this in mind a little previously, that is, this 
reflection of reflection, and so you observe it and designate it by a distinct image accompanying 
it.7 
 
In his later writings, Leibniz seems to change his mind. He still believes in these 
images, but he abandons the claim that they exist in the mind. As we have seen, 
he emphasises throughout the New essays that ideas are not images at all.8 Since 
whatever mental objects our thoughts may have are ideas, this means that there 
are no images in the mind. He relegates images, instead, to the imagination, 
pointing out that imagination alone is not enough to understand something: 
 
Imagination cannot provide us with an image common to acute-angled and obtuse-angled 
triangles, yet the idea of triangle is common to them; so this idea does not consist in images, and 
it is not as easy as one might think to understand the angles of a triangle thoroughly.9 
 
This is why non-human animals cannot reason, because they have only 
imagination, which gives them only a succession of images.10 But is the 
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imagination not a mental faculty? It is at least a faculty of souls. Leibniz claims 
to be uncertain whether non-human animals have minds or not, but he is certain 
that they have souls: in his ontology, a mind is a kind of soul, and a soul is a kind 
of monad. His certainty that animals employ imagination, coupled with his 
uncertainty whether they have minds, suggests that for Leibniz imagination is a 
faculty of the soul. Nevertheless, the images it produces are not located in the 
soul. Leibniz’ mature doctrine seems to be that images are typically involved in 
cognition and perception, but not within the conceiving or perceiving monad. 
Images are associated with the brain, rather than with the monad that controls it; 
they are allied to the “material traces” which, in common with Cartesians such as 
Malebranche, Leibniz believes are associated with thinking but are not part of it: 
 
I find, however, that there is never any abstract thought which is not accompanied by some 
images or material traces, and I have established a perfect parallelism between what happens in 
the soul and what takes place in matter. I have shown that the soul with its functions is something 
distinct from matter but that it nevertheless is always accompanied by material organs and also 
that the soul’s functions are always accompanied by organic functions which must correspond to 
them and that this relation is reciprocal and always will be.11 
 
This is reflected in the New essays, where Leibniz adapts Locke’s analogy of a 
screen in a dark room that displays images in response to stimuli from outside; he 
is careful to distinguish between what happens in the brain and what happens in 
the mind itself: 
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This analogy would explain reasonably well what goes on in the brain. As for the soul, which is a 
simple substance or “monad”: without being extended it represents these various extended masses 
and has perceptions of them.12 
 
Leibniz also increasingly comes to stress that some thoughts do not involve 
images at all: 
 
Some have believed that there is no idea of God because he is not subject to imagination, 
assuming that idea and image are the same thing. I am not of their opinion, and I know perfectly 
well that there are ideas of thought, existence, and similar things, of which there are no images. 
For we think of something and when we notice in there what it is that allows us to recognize it, 
this is what constitutes the idea of the thing, insofar as it is in our soul. This is why there is also an 
idea of what is not material or imaginable.13 
 
So images may be involved in perception, and even in cognition, but they are not 
direct objects of thought or perception. They do not exist within the mind. Some 
acts of cognition, at least, do not require them at all. 
 
Perceptions, ideas, and states 
 
If images are located outside the mind, ideas are – for Leibniz – located inside it. 
We saw in chapter 4 that Leibniz believes ideas to be direct objects of thought.14 
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But he also talks about “perceptions”. Are these yet another kind of object of 
thought? I suggest that in fact a perception is an idea. We have seen that Leibniz 
believes that ideas – when not being thought about – exist as dispositions;15 here, 
I suggest that he believes that when they are being thought about, they are states, 
namely perceptions. Indeed, Leibniz frequently talks about “perceptions” 
themselves as if they were objects. Consider, for example, the following passage: 
 
We see also that our sense perceptions, even when they are clear, must necessarily contain a 
certain confused feeling, for, since all the bodies of the universe are in sympathy with each other, 
ours receives impressions from all the rest, and, though our senses are in response to all of them, 
it is impossible for our soul to pay attention to every particular impression. This is why our 
confused sensations result from a really infinite variety of perceptions.16 
 
What exactly does Leibniz mean by “perceptions” here? Does he mean the act of 
perceiving? Or does he mean some kind of “thing” which is involved in that act, 
perhaps as its direct object? The noun itself (in Leibniz’ French just as in 
English) could mean either of these things, just as “vision” could mean the act of 
seeing something or the thing seen. This crucial ambiguity is not resolved by 
passages such as this. When Leibniz says that our sense perceptions “contain a 
certain confused feeling”, he could mean that we feel confused when we perceive 
(“perception” as a noun referring simply to the act of perceiving); he could mean 
that the mental objects called “perceptions” have a confused quality; or he could 
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mean that we feel confused when we perceive mental objects called 
“perceptions”. 
 
Fortunately, help is at hand, since Leibniz expressly defines “perception” as a 
state of a monad: 
 
...it is well to make a distinction between perception, which is the inner state of the monad 
representing external things, and apperception, which is consciousness or the reflective 
knowledge of this inner state itself and which is not given to all souls or to any soul all the time.17 
 
Again, he tells us: 
 
The passing state which enfolds and represents a multitude in unity or in the simple substance is 
merely what is called perception. This must be distinguished from apperception or consciousness, 
as what follows will make clear.18 
 
On this view, a “perception” is not some object contained within the mind, as part 
of its furniture, as if the mind were a container. Rather, a “perception” is simply 
the state of the mind at any given moment. To say that the mind has a certain 
perception is to say that it is in a certain state. Thus, Leibniz says of 
Malebranche’s theory that we perceive ideas directly in God: 
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...even granting that everything takes place in us ordinarily just as it would in the case of bodily 
annihilation, that is, admitting that we ourselves always produce within us (as I in fact believe) or 
that God produces in us (as [Malebranche] believes) internal phenomena without the body having 
any influence over us, must this necessarily involve external ideas? Is it not sufficient to hold that 
phenomena are simply new transitory modifications of our souls?19 
  
The passage attacks the belief in external ideas, but it serves just as well as an 
attack on ideas at all, if those are to be understood as anything distinct from 
“transitory modifications of our souls”. The obvious implication is that these 
transitory modifications are what ideas really are.20 
 
So when Leibniz says that reality consists only of monads and their perceptions, 
this is really a recasting in Leibnizian terminology of his scholastic principle that 
the only things that exist are substances and accidents. Monads are the only real 
substances, and their perceptions are simply their accidents. More accurately, the 
perception of any given monad is the sum of all the accidents inhering in it at that 
moment: 
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...one monad by itself and at a single moment cannot be distinguished from another except by its 
internal qualities and actions, and these can only be its perceptions... and its appetitions – that is 
to say, its tendencies from one perception to another...21 
 
In other words, any qualities that a monad may have are subsumed under the 
general category “perception” (and also that of “appetition”, which is simply a 
tendency to move from one perception to another). This is not to turn the word 
“perception” into a mere label for whatever qualities a monad may happen to 
have – on the contrary, as we shall see, Leibniz has quite a narrow definition of 
“perception”,22 and so his claim that monads have only perceptions is a strong 
claim, to the effect that they have qualities of only a particular sort. 
 
Note also, in this passage, that Leibniz characterises the monad’s perceptions as 
internal qualities. As we saw in chapter 3, this does not entail that these 
perceptions are to be understood in a wholly non-relational way. A relational 
property, for Leibniz, is a property which inheres fully in a given substance but 
“points to” another.23 There are no properties which do not inhere fully in a 
substance. Thus, when he speaks of “internal qualities”, it does not follow that he 
means non-relational properties, only that the qualities in question are not purely 
extrinsic denominations, which for Leibniz do not exist anyway.24 Presumably 
the reason why Leibniz  bothers to insert the word “internal” at all here is to 
make it clear that inter-substantial relations are not enough to distinguish one 
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monad from another: that is, the fact that (say) one monad is in one location and 
another is in another is not enough to distinguish them. Relations of this kind are, 
for Leibniz, abstractions made on the basis of relational properties. So it is those 
relational properties that really distinguish them. 
 
We are now in a position to relate the terminology of perceptions to that of ideas. 
We know that Leibniz speaks of ideas as objects of thought, yet also rejects any 
notion that an idea is a “thing” sitting inside the mind to which it directs its 
attention. Ideas are to be understood as modes of the mind itself, not of its actions 
(hence his rejection of the Cartesian claim that the idea is the form of the 
thought); they are therefore conceptually distinct from the mind’s actions and can 
be understood as the (direct) objects of those actions. Presumably, when an idea 
is present in the mind, we are to think of this as part of the state of that mind at 
that moment, since there are other elements to the mind’s state at the same time – 
perhaps it contains several ideas, or it may adopt a certain stance towards the 
object, and so on. So it would make the most sense to identify the immediate, 
internal object of a perception not with the mind’s complete state at that moment, 
but only with part of its state at that moment. That part of the mind’s state can be 
identified with its “idea” of the external object. Leibniz implies this when he 
writes: 
 
When the ancients spoke of that which is εφ ηµιν, or when we speak of that which depends upon 
us, of spontaneity, of the inward principle of our actions, we do not exclude the representation of 
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external things; for these representations are in our souls, they are a portion of the modifications 
of this active principle which is in us.25 
 
So the “representation of external things” is “a portion” of the modifications of 
the soul. This, then, raises the major question: what does it mean to call any 
aspect of the soul a “representation” of something else? What is it that makes that 





As Simmons has pointed out,26 Leibniz turns the Cartesian understanding of the 
nature of thought upside down. Where the Cartesians typically took 
consciousness to be the defining characteristic of thought, concluding that 
thoughts may or may not be representative, Leibniz takes thought to be 
necessarily representative, and concludes that it may or may not be conscious.27 
 
What, then, is representation for Leibniz? 
 
Representation as resemblance 
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As we have seen, one way in which the scholastics sought to relate intentional 
entities or states with their external objects was through resemblance.28 Leibniz 
retains this idea. He insists that there must be some sort of resemblance between 
intentional states and their objects, and he uses an argument very like Foucher’s 
to do so – because otherwise one intentional state could correspond just as well as 
another to a given object, and there would be no reason for it to be the one rather 
than the other: 
 
It must not be thought that ideas such as those of colour and pain are arbitrary and that between 
them and their causes there is no relation or natural connection: it is not God’s way to act in such 
an unruly and unreasoned fashion. I would say, rather, that there is a resemblance of a kind... It is 
thoroughly reasonable that the effect should correspond to the cause; and how could one ever be 
sure that it does not, since we have no distinct knowledge either of the sensation of blue (for 
instance) or of the motions which produce it.29 
 
But as we have seen, in his later writings, Leibniz considers images to exist only 
in the brain, not in ideas.30 The perception itself, then, cannot resemble its 
external object in any imagistic way. So what kind of resemblance can there be? 
Leibniz answers this question with his famous theory of expression. 
 
Representation as expression 
 
                                                 
28
 See above, pp. 48-49, 50, 83-85. 
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 NE 131; see also Theodicy Essays III 340 329 
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Describing what happens when we are aware of a pin prick, Leibniz comments 
that: 
 
...we... have within us the representation or expression of the causes of the prick, and therefore the 
cause of the representation of this same prick, that is, the cause of the pain...31 
 
Representation, then, is interchangeable with expression. What is that? Leibniz 
explains that when one thing expresses another, this amounts to the fact: 
  
...that we can pass from a consideration of the relations in the expression to a knowledge of the 
corresponding properties of the thing expressed.32 
 
And this is because: 
 
One thing expresses another, in my usage, when there is a constant and regular relation between 
what can be said about one and about the other. It is in this way that a projection in perspective 
expresses a geometric figure. Expression is common to all the forms and is a genus of which 
natural perception, animal feeling, and intellectual knowledge are species.33 
 
Kulstad argues that expression, for Leibniz, is something very similar to 
mathematical function.34 However, although this seems broadly right, expression 
must still be more complicated than that, because it comes in degrees of 
perfection. Leibniz states repeatedly that although all monads perceive the same 
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things (namely everything), they perceive them with different degrees of 
perfection. Each monad perceives only a small part of the universe really well, 
and the rest less well, and the part that is perceived well is different for each 
monad, namely its own body.35 What does it mean to express something 
imperfectly? Leibniz tells us: 
 
The representation often suppresses something in the objects when it is imperfect; but it can add 
nothing: that would render it, not more than perfect, but false. Moreover, the suppression is never 
complete in our perceptions, and there is in the representation, confused as it is, more than we see 
there.36  
 
This clarifies matters somewhat, but it still leaves questions unsolved. Leibniz 
seems to think that imperfect expression is when information is left out: there are 
some elements to the expressed object that do not have anything corresponding to 
them in the thing doing the expressing. His main point here is that imperfect 
expression cannot be a matter of adding information, because that would make 
the expression false rather than imperfect (it would not express the supposed 
object at all, although perhaps it would express something else). But at the same 
time, he still wants mental expression to contain information corresponding to 
everything in the expressed object (otherwise it would fail to express), so he 
characterises it not as omission but as “suppression”, with the caveat that the 
suppressed information is still there. Indeed, he assumes elsewhere that the 
expressing thing must be at least as complex as the expressed thing, since all the 
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internal relations of the latter are duplicated in the former. This is the basis of his 
argument that since matter cannot be perfectly known, neither can souls, which 
express matter.37 That argument would not work if souls did not contain all the 
information that is in the matter they express, in some form. So it is very hard to 
see what it means to say that some information is suppressed: either it is there or 
it is not. On the face of it, Leibniz could mean that suppressed information is 
present but not obvious: the mind is unaware of it. But this explanation is not 
available to him, because Leibniz believes that the mind is not conscious of many 
– perhaps most – of its perceptions as it is. In particular, Leibniz argues that the 
mind is unconscious of its perceptions of what goes on in the body: 
 
I even maintain that something happens in the soul corresponding to the circulation of the blood 
and to every internal movement of the viscera, although one is unaware of such happenings, just 
as those who live near a water-mill are unaware of the noise it makes.38 
 
And yet he also states that “our soul expresses best what pertains to our own 
body”.39 In other words, the most perfect perceptions that the mind has are among 
those of which it is unconscious. So when Leibniz says that an imperfect 
expression is characterised by “suppression”, he cannot mean that there are 
elements of it of which the expresser is unaware.40 But he provides no alternative 
explanation of what it does mean. 
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Despite this gap in his account, however, Leibniz is clear that expression is what 
characterises monads: indeed, they are nothing but expressions: 
 
...the substantial unities are nothing but different concentrations of the universe represented 
according to the different points of view by which they are distinguished.41 
 
Although Leibniz often calls monads “mirrors”42 because of this, it should be 
clear that this is only a metaphor and he does not conceive of expression as 
necessarily involving direct likeness or pictorial similarity, for the reasons we 
have already seen.43 He is perhaps thinking along the lines of Wittgenstein’s 
definition of a “logical picture” as something which has a similar structure to the 
thing pictured.44 Leibniz says something very similar about expression: 
 
That is said to express a thing in which there are relations which correspond to the relations of the 
thing expressed. But there are various kinds of expression; for example, the model of a machine 
expresses the machine itself, the projective delineation on a place expresses a solid, speech 
expresses thoughts and truths, characters express numbers, and an algebraic equation expresses a 
circle or some other figure... it is clearly not necessary for that which expresses to be similar to 
the thing expressed, if only a certain analogy is maintained between the relations.45 
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Passages such as these lead Swoyer to conclude that expression is all about 
similarity of structure: 
 
In short, the key to expression is the preservation of structure, not the direction of the correlating 
relation under which this structure is preserved. Hence, my interpretation of Leibniz’s general 
account of expression is that one thing expresses a second just in case there is a structure-
preserving mapping from either to the other.46 
 
This seems to be right, and it means that (as Swoyer also notes immediately 
afterwards) expression is defined in terms of relations – those internal to the 
expressor and the expressed. A expresses B if the relations internal to A 
“maintain an analogy” to those internal to B. As we have seen, Leibniz believes 
inter-substantial relations to be abstractions;47 this presumably would apply also 
to relations conceived as existing between elements of substances. But just as 
inter-substantial relations are abstracted on the basis of relational properties, 
which do have extra-mental reality, so too relations between the parts of 
substances are presumably abstracted on the basis of relational properties of those 
parts. Thus, if we are thinking of a sentence expressing a fact, each word within 
the sentence will have relational properties connecting it to the other words in the 
same way that each element in the fact has relational properties connecting it to 
the other elements. This ties in with Leibniz’ awareness that a word’s meaning 
derives, in part, from its context in a wider sentence: 
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The clarity of a word arises from two factors – either from the word in itself or from its context in 
speech.48 
 
The relation between the sentence as a whole and the fact as a whole is one of 
comparison. We saw in chapter 3 that, for Leibniz, it is not necessarily the case 
that relations of comparison are less real in any sense than relations of 
connection.49 Indeed, he comments at one point that “the resemblance of singular 
things to one another... is a reality”.50 However, whether that is the case or not, in 
expression the relation of comparison between the thing expressed and the thing 
doing the expressing exists in virtue of the relational properties that the elements 
of those things themselves have. Thus, Leibniz’ whole account of expression 
seems to rely upon his realist understanding of relational properties. If the 
relational content of these properties existed only in the mind, then there would 
be no objective basis upon which to claim that one thing expresses another at all. 
 
In chapter 5, we saw that Leibniz believes that the object of a concept is 
determined entirely by the contents of that concept.51 If I have a concept of X, 
and I make some changes to the concept so that it contains concepts that do not 
match X’s properties, it is no longer a concept of X at all – even an inaccurate 
one. It becomes a concept of some other Y, whose properties do match it, instead. 
There is some kind of link between a concept and its object. But we did not 
consider how that link might work, or how the contents of a concept might 
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determine its object. With this account of expression, based upon relational 
properties, we may be in a position to fill in the gaps in a way in which Leibniz 
does not, at least explicitly. We saw that Leibniz thinks that a concept is “of” a 
certain thing if knowing the concept helps us recognise the thing.52 But how 
could that work? A concept is a logical object; it does not obviously resemble 
(say) a physical thing. Moreover, the subsidiary concepts of which it is composed 
do not obviously resemble their objects, the properties or other components of 
that physical thing. But if we consider not the subsidiary concepts themselves that 
compose the concept (or the physical or metaphysical components of its object) 
but the relations between them, we can see where there can be similarity. In other 
words, a concept is “of” a certain thing if it expresses it: that is, the relations 
between the subsidiary concepts that compose it must resemble the relations 
between the various elements of the object. This would explain the link between 
concept and object, given that, for Leibniz, the fact that one thing expresses 
another remains true whether anyone recognises it or not; expression is not mind-
dependent. 
 
Indeed, as we have seen,53 the relations between the concepts that compose a 
complex concept are significant, because Leibniz repeatedly emphasises that the 
possibility of a thing is determined entirely by whether the simpler concepts that 
compose its essence are jointly consistent. If those concepts are jointly consistent, 
then the object’s properties are jointly possible, and so the object is also possible. 
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In some passages, Leibniz speaks of the relation between the consistency of the 
concept and the possibility of the thing itself as one of expression: 
 
Something which is thought possible is expressed by a definition; but if this definition does not at 
the same time express this possibility then it is merely nominal, since in this case we can wonder 
whether the definition expresses anything real – that is, possible – until experience comes to our 
aid by acquainting us a posteriori with the reality (when the thing actually occurs in the world).54 
 
So to say that the concepts that make up X’s essence are mutually consistent (ie, 
bear certain relations to each other) is to say that the properties inhering in X 
itself are mutually possible (ie, bear certain relations to each other). So we have 
here a good example of expression as Leibniz understands it. 
 
It would seem that none of this could apply to perception in minds, since Leibniz 
thinks that minds are simple and therefore do not have parts which could bear 
relational properties to each other. However, Leibniz believes that even the 
perfectly simple can be conceptually complex, something on which he comments 
even in one of his earliest works: 
 
Since everything which exists or which can be thought must be compounded of parts, either real 
or at least conceptual, whatever differs in kind must necessarily either differ in that it has other 
parts, hence the use of complexions; or by another situs, hence the use of dispositions.55 
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In passing, we may note how – even in this early work – Leibniz here suggests 
that a difference in “situs” (a relational difference) can be what distinguishes 
things of different kinds; in other words, such a difference in relation is a 
difference in property. More important for our immediate purposes, however, 
Leibniz entertains the possibility that two perfectly simple substances may still 
differ in their conceptual parts. This is the possibility he later exploits to explain 
perceptions in monads. He defines perception as a special kind of expression: 
 
I hold perception to be the representation of plurality in the simple, and appetite to be the striving 
from one perception to another.56 
 
And he notes that this is the defining characteristic of perception as opposed to 
other kinds of expression: 
 
Also evident is the nature of the perception which belongs to all forms, namely the expression of 
many things in one, which differs wildly from expression in a mirror or in a corporeal organ, 
which is not truly one.57 
 
As Simmons comments,58 this is quite a novel conception of perception. Among 
other things, it must commit Leibniz to the view that, if one monad can perceive 
an infinity of other monads, then each monad must contain an infinity of 
(conceptual) parts which can be related to each other. How these conceptual parts 
are to be understood is not spelled out. Nor does Leibniz explain why a 
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conceptual part cannot be affected by an external substance in the way that a 
constitutive part could be. After all, his famous claim in the Monadology that 
monads have no windows is preceded by the argument that monads cannot affect 
each other because they have no parts to be affected; yet it is not clear why 
conceptual parts should be immune to such outside interference when constitutive 
parts are not. 
 
It may be possible to sketch out a way in which this gap in Leibniz’ account 
could be filled. John Nason notes that “simplicity” can mean a number of 
different things:59 
 
1. “Simple” as opposed to complex. 
2. Lacking parts. 
3. Indivisible. 
 
Nason also notes that something may simple in one of these senses but not 
another. In particular, something may be simple in sense (2) without necessarily 
being simple in sense (3). An electron lacks parts, but it is at least theoretically 
divisible into smaller chunks. Conversely, something may be simple in sense (3) 
without necessarily being simple in sense (2). A monad is certainly indivisible, 
but it can be thought of as having parts. Nason concludes: 
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Thus monads are not internally simple; and since each monad is auniverse in itself the “parts” of 
which can be distinguished, they are not simple in being without parts. They are, however, simple 
in the sense of being unextended and hence without physical parts either actually or 
theoretically.60 
 
We can apply these distinctions to the current problem. Monads are indivisible, 
which means that they cannot be divided up into parts. It is impossible to slice a 
monad into bits, even in theory; this is not true of an atom or any other physical 
object. This is why monads are true unities in a way in which no physical object 
can be. And this is why they are the only true substances, since being a true unity 
is Leibniz’ primary criterion for something’s being a substance.61 It is in this 
sense that monads are simple. However, it does not follow from this that they do 
not have parts at all. All that follows is that these are not the kinds of parts that 
can be separated from each other, even in theory. An example might be the mind: 
we can distinguish different parts to our own minds, such as the will or the 
understanding, and in this sense the mind is complex. But it is impossible to 
divide the will and the understanding from each other, even in theory. In this 
sense, the mind is simple. This may explain how perception is possible. It is the 
expression of the complex in the simple, but here “simple” does not mean lacking 
parts – it means indivisibility. However, Leibniz is still left with the problem of 
explaining how or why the parts of an indivisible thing cannot be affected by 
external substances. Indeed, if the will or the understanding are examples of parts 
of an indivisible thing, it seems that these are counter-examples to the claim of 
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the Monadology, since the will and the understanding do seem to be affected by 
external objects all the time. 
 
Despite these problems, however, the basic form of the theory is fairly clear. For 
Leibniz, representation means expression; and perception is the expression of the 
complex in the simple. When a mind perceives something, there is a relation of 
similarity between the mind and the thing itself; this similarity rests in the 
internal relations of the mind and the object. It is not a sort of resemblance of a 
quasi-pictorial nature, although Leibniz does suppose that images – which do 
bear such a resemblance to their objects – may also be formed in the brain on 
some (perhaps most) occasions. 
 
This also means that we cannot really distinguish between mental acts and mental 
objects. We can see what this means more clearly if we think of scholastic 
philosophers such as Scotus. Scotus distinguishes between the “intentional 
object” – which is the direct object of a mental act – and the act itself. 
Intentionality lies in the object, not the act. The act is “of” an external object 
because it is concerned with the intentional object, which itself is “of” the 
external object. Thus, “ofness” as a quality of mental acts is parasitic upon the 
“ofness” of (mental?) objects. Later, William of Ockham rejected not only this 
account but the distinctions upon which it rested. In his view, there are no mental 
objects at all; “ofness” is fundamentally a property of acts.62 In his terminology, 
“intentions” are acts of the mind, and there are no “ficta” or mental objects 
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involved in them; if I think of X, the only thing in my mind that “corresponds” to 
X is my act of thinking, not some intentional object. But with Leibniz, we seem 
to have collapsed the mental act/mental object dichotomy altogether. For the 
mind to perceive X is simply for the mind to be in a state such that its internal 
relations are similar to those of X. Is that an act or an object? It is both and it is 
neither: it is simply a state, and all that happens in the mind is that one state 
succeeds another (the passage between them being appetite). The mind does not 
“reach out” to the object – it does not do anything except pass from state to state. 
Those states can be considered direct objects (the external things they express 
being indirect ones) inasmuch as they represent the external things within the 
mind. And they can be considered acts inasmuch as to be in such a state is to 
represent something. So Leibniz is, in one sense, allied to Ockham in that he also 
rejects the notion of mental immediate objects distinct from mental acts; in 
another sense he is more radical than Ockham, in that he rejects the act/object 
dichotomy in the first place and simply assimilates them to each other. 
 
We can also understand Leibniz’ theory of mental expression as an answer to 
some of his contemporaries and immediate predecessors, particularly Foucher 
and Malebranche. Both of these philosophers offered trenchant criticisms of the 
claim that ideas in the mind can represent external objects, on the grounds that 
such ideas could not possibly resemble them. Foucher developed his criticism as 
an objection to Desgabets’ distinction between “real” and “intentional” similarity. 
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For Desgabets, an idea resembles its object63 (and, indeed, that is all that there is 
to intentionality: causation is irrelevant64); but he distinguishes between “real” 
similarity, such as that between a picture and its object or between a written 
description and its object, and “intentional or representative resemblance”, which 
is of a completely different kind and cannot be explained in terms of “real” 
similarity at all.65 Foucher, responding to this argument, agrees that intentionality 
must be a matter of resemblance; indeed, he coins the slogan, “the greater the 
resemblance, the greater the representation”.66 But he denies that Desgabets’ 
theory of “intentional resemblance” is coherent: 
 
We need to know in what the similarity between ideas and the things they represent consists, and 
when someone says that this similarity is intentional or representative, he simply repeats the 
problem in a slightly more embarrassing way, using a barbarous expression.67 
 
And not only does Foucher dismiss Desgabets’ solution to the problem, he argues 
that no solution can be found at all. Ideas must resemble their objects if they are 
to represent them; but ideas cannot resemble their objects at all, because they do 
not have shapes, colours etc.68 In other words, Foucher argues that only what 
Desgabets calls “real similarity” will do, but insists that such a relation cannot 
hold between ideas and their objects; the problem of intentionality is thus an 
insoluble one. 
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Leibniz’ account of expression offers a solution to this problem, by showing that 
“real” similarity is not the only kind of meaningful similarity: structural similarity 
is also possible. And this is also an answer to Malebranche’s similar charge that 
the only way a mode of the mind could resemble an external object is by sharing 
its properties, which would be absurd.69 In effect, Leibniz agrees – but insists that 
the only properties it needs to share are the object’s internal relations, and there is 
nothing absurd about that. 
 
And at the same time, Leibniz’ account can be seen as a partial concession to 
Arnauld’s criticisms of the theory of representational objects. In his On true and 
false ideas, Arnauld argues that such objects are explanatorily inert: 
representation is an irreducible feature of thought,70 and we do not need to posit 
any mental entities to explain it.71 Leibniz would not agree that representation 
requires no explanation, but he does agree that we do not need mental entities 
other than the mind itself and its own states or acts to explain representation. 
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Intentionality arises from features of the mind’s own state, not conceptually 
distinct “objects” that are manipulated by the mind. 
 
We seem, then, to have a partial answer to the question: how does Leibniz 
understand intentionality? On what we have seen so far, it is a relation of 
resemblance between a mental state and an external object, founded in the 




Brown makes the following comment on Leibniz’ use of “expression” in 
perception: 
 
Leibniz held that what we ordinarily take to be “causes” are in metaphysical rigour “merely 
concomitant requisites”... There is, in the language of Malebranche and Hume, no necessary 
connection between what is true of a substance which is said to “cause” what happens to another 
and what happens in that other substance. We could not actually derive what happens in the 
second substance from what is true of the first.72 
 
From what we have seen in the earlier chapters, it should be clear that I think this 
is wrong. Although Leibniz holds that there is no direct causation between 
creatures, he does not at all conclude that there are no necessary connections 
between them, or that one cannot tell what happens in one from considering 
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another. His belief in the extra-mental reality of relations guarantees that, in fact, 
one can. It is simply that these relations are not causal. 
 
But, further, there is an important role not simply for relations but for causation 
itself in Leibniz’ theory of perception and intentionality. Ishiguro points out that a 
good theory of perception requires such a connection, and argues that Leibniz 
passes this test: 
 
There is a difference between my perceiving an oak tree in front of me, and my hallucinating or 
day-dreaming that there is one when my eyes are open and there is an oak tree in front of me. 
Now according to Leibniz, perception is not merely a change in the mental state corresponding to 
changes in the world, but a change of mental state through its own representative nature.73 
 
How does this work? Leibniz suggests that expression and causation are 
themselves closely linked: 
 
...every entire effect represents the whole cause, for I can always pass from the knowledge of such 
an effect to a knowledge of its cause.74 
 
In other words, if X is the (entire) effect of Y, then X expresses Y. Of course the 
claim that causation entails expression does not entail that expression requires 
causation; on the understanding of expression as a sort of function, there is no 
need for causation to be involved at all. However, in the case of perception, 
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Leibniz does think that causation has an important role. It is here that his account 
of ideas and the role of God comes into play. 
 
We can see this if we consider why Leibniz frequently casts scorn upon the 
scholastic “sensible species” and “intelligible species” alike: 
 
...nothing enters naturally into our minds from without, and it is a bad habit we have of thinking 
as if our soul received certain “species” as messengers and as if it had doors and windows.75 
 
From his dismissal of the scholastic theory, it is evident that Leibniz thinks of the 
scholastic species as entities that literally leave one substance and pass into 
another, like a person walking out of one house and entering another. Whether or 
not that is a fair representation of the scholastic theory is open to question,76 but it 
does shed light on the fact that Leibniz rejects it, in part, because it breaks his 
prohibition upon accidents that inhere in more than one substance. He also rejects 
it because he rejects the assumption, upon which it rests, that created substances 
can act directly upon each other. Indeed, Leibniz denies that external things can 
be direct objects of the mind precisely because they cannot act directly upon it. 
His reasoning here is as significant as his doctrine. He writes: 
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I am convinced that God is the only immediate external object of souls, since there is nothing 
except him outside of the soul which acts immediately upon it.77 
 
Leibniz not only states that external objects other than God do not act directly 
upon the mind, and that they are not direct objects of the mind, but that these two 
facts are connected. In fact there is a certain ambiguity to this sentence. Does the 
“since” refer to the whole of the first clause, or only to the part beginning 
“God...”? That is, Leibniz could mean that the reason he knows that created 
things cannot be the direct objects of the mind is that they do not act upon it; or 
he could mean that the reason why they are not direct objects of the mind is that 
they do not act upon it. On the first interpretation, the lack of a causal relation 
between X and the mind is the sign that X is not a direct object of the mind; on 
the second, the lack of a causal relation between X and the mind is simply the 
same thing as the fact that X is not a direct object of the mind. In fact the second, 
stronger interpretation is suggested by another passage: 
 
...when the soul thinks of being, identity, thought, or duration, it has a certain immediate object or 
nearest cause of its perception. In this sense it is possible that we see all things in God and that the 
ideas or immediate objects are the attributes of God himself.78 
 
Here, “immediate object” and “nearest cause” seem to be synonymous. So 
Leibniz certainly thinks that causation and intentionality are very closely linked. 
At the very least, if X does not directly cause the mind to have a certain idea, then 
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X is not the direct object of that idea. This raises a number of questions. First, 
what does cause our ideas? Second, if causation is so closely linked to 
intentionality, how can anything other than God be an object of thought or 
perception at all?  
 
The answers to these questions are complex. Leibniz repeatedly stresses that the 
immediate cause of any mental state is actually not God but the preceding mental 
state. 
 
I hold that every substance contains, in its present state, all its past and future states and even 
expresses the whole universe according to its point of view, nothing being so remote from 
anything else that there is no intercourse between them. This is particularly so in its relation to the 
parts of its own body, which it expresses more immediately. Consequently, nothing happens to it 
except from its own depths and by virtue of its own laws, provided we join to it the concourse of 
God.79 
 
The “concourse of God” provides the context in which one mental state can cause 
another; mental states have this causative power only because God permits it. 
However, God’s decision to have things work in this way is not arbitrary. As we 
have seen, Leibniz thinks that the association of certain mental states with certain 
external stimuli is “natural” and he berates those who think God might just as 
well have associated pleasant sensations with injury.80 Similarly, Leibniz thinks 
that it is “natural” for mental states to be caused only by other mental states, 
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suggesting that although God was free to set things up differently (ie, it was not 
necessary that mental states be caused only by mental states) such a decision 
would not have been worthy of him.81 And he expressly denies that God can be 
considered the direct cause of any mental state: 
 
Although our mind depends continuously on God in its existence and action, as does every other 
creature, I do not think that it needs his particular concourse over and above the laws of nature for 
its perceptions, but rather that it deduces its later thoughts from its earlier ones by its internal 
force and in an order prescribed by God...82 
 
If Leibniz were to suppose that the direct cause of an idea must be its immediate 
object, this would imply that the immediate object of any idea must be the mind’s 
own preceding state, which would be extremely peculiar. Leibniz thus cannot 
hold there to be quite such a close link between causation and intentionality. The 
idea seems, rather, to be that the immediate object of an idea is whatever is its 
most direct cause external to the mind. Leibniz envisages a situation where God 
creates a mind complete with a sort of programme of states that it will pass 
through, each state being naturally succeeded by another. The immediate object 
(in one sense) of all of these states is God, because he is the most direct cause 
outside the mind. 
 
We thus have a causal chain of God – mind – ideas. However, the story is more 
complicated than this, because created things themselves determine, in part, 
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God’s decisions. As we saw in chapter 4, Leibniz considers God’s ideas of 
possible objects to be identical with those objects. Each thing, as an idea, has the 
characteristics that it has as a thing (assuming it gets actualised). It is therefore 
the ultimate cause of what happens to it when it is actualised.83 It is God’s 
decision to actualise it, of course, but he can only pick and choose among the 
possibilities that are presented to him. 
 
Moreover, as we saw in chapter 4, God’s decision to actualise one possible 
creature may be influenced by his intention to actualise another possible creature, 
because possibles are clumped into groups of compossibles that come as a 
package.84 Thus, God may actualise the sinning Cain only because he wishes to 
actualise the virtuous Abel, and (this) Abel cannot exist if (this) Cain does not 
exist as well. In such a case, we can consider Abel a partial cause of Cain: not a 
cause of his essence, but of his existence. As we saw in chapter 5, Leibniz 
distinguishes between an individual’s essence and its complete concept: the 
former contains all its properties other than its relation to God. And the latter can 
be understood either prevolitionally (containing information about God’s decrees 
understood as possibilities) or postvolitionally (containing information about 
those decrees understood as actual). So although Cain’s essence is independent of 
any of God’s decisions, the fact that his complete concept (understood 
postvolitionally) contains existence is dependent upon God’s decision to actualise 
him: and that decision is itself partially dependent upon God’s decision to 
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actualise Abel. And God’s decision to actualise Abel is partially dependent upon 
Abel’s essence – and, indeed, upon Cain’s, because in considering whether to 
actualise Abel God must take into account whether or not his desirability 
outweighs the undesirability of Cain. 
 
With this framework in place, we can see how the object of a thought or 
perception can be considered a cause – in a sense – of that thought or perception, 
and therefore its object too. God’s decision to create a mind which at one point 
thinks about a certain object forces him to create that object too. In a sense, the 
mind has caused the object. Or it could be the other way around, depending on 
which way God is “reasoning”. In this sense, the causation that exists between 
mind and object is no different from any other relations between compossible 
objects which compel God to create all of them once he’s decided upon any of 
them. So the concept of X determines the concept of the thing that thinks of X, 
and vice versa, even though the things themselves do not interact. 
 
Leibniz’ theory is similar to that of Malebranche, but also distinct from it in 
important respects. Leibniz shares Malebranche’s belief that external objects 
other than God do not act upon the mind; they cannot be considered the 
immediate cause of our perceptions of them. There is thus a sense in which 
Leibniz relegates the object of a perception to the status of occasion, rather than 
cause, as Malebranche does. But as we have seen, Leibniz does have the 
resources to assign an indirect causal role to objects in a way in which 
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Malebranche cannot.85 Moreover, his theory of pre-established harmony may 
resemble Malebranche’s occasionalism in denying causation between creatures, 
but it differs from it in also denying that all events are directly and immediately 
caused by God. Leibniz rejects the notion that God acts upon us each time we 
think of something; the immediate cause of such a thought is the mind’s 
preceding state, not God.86 
 
So, for Leibniz, intentionality is closely linked to both resemblance and causation 
– two relations which not only happen to coincide in the case of intentionality but 
which are linked to each other, too. In this, Leibniz duplicates the theories of the 
scholastic philosophers we looked at in chapter 2 – although his explanation of 
how there comes to be resemblance and causation is rather different from theirs. 
His account does, however, rest upon similar presuppositions: the extra-mental 
reality of relations, the existence of divine ideas which function as archetypes for 
their objects and for ideas in created minds, and the existence of universals in the 
perceiving mind. It is now time to look a little more closely at how these 
metaphysical beliefs function in Leibniz’ theory. 
 
Sensation and cognition 
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It is one thing to perceive something via the senses, and another to think about it. 
We have seen how Leibniz understands “perception” broadly – but can he explain 
the difference between sensory and non-sensory perception? In particular, can he 
explain how one and the same thing can be object of both sensation and 
cognition? We can relate this question to a common criticism of theories of 
cognition that involve intentional objects such as ideas, concepts, and intelligible 
species. If all that we ever think about are these intentional objects, we can never 
think about anything outside ourselves at all. Ayers puts it like this: 
 
Unless, despite their differences, the sun as it exists in my mind were identical with the sun as it 
exists in the heavens, I could never think of the real sun, even to misconceive of it and, in general, 
thoughts and representations would be confined to intentional objects, as opposed to real objects. 
The question arises, no doubt, under what conditions intentional objects are identical with real 
ones.87 
 
One way of tackling this problem is to demonstrate a close link between sense 
perception and cognition so that either intentional objects turn out to be identical 
with the objects of perception, or they remain distinct yet connected. As we saw 
in chapter 2, Aquinas takes the first of these options, while Scotus takes the 
second.88 Clearly it is one thing to see a particular thing and another to think 
about it. But for Aquinas, not only does cognition require sense perception to 
provide its materials, but both function in a similar way (involving species), to 
the extent that cognition can be considered almost a kind of sense perception: the 
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passive intellect is simply a sense organ that is unrestricted in the kinds of forms 
it can take on. Scotus, meanwhile, conceives of “intentional objects” as 
(apparently) quite distinct things from the externally existing (indirect) objects of 
thought, but they apparently arise at some point in the process of abstracting 
intelligible species from sensible ones. That means that although distinct from the 
objects of perception, they are closely linked to them. In this way, both Aquinas 
and Scotus can hope to escape Ayers’ problem. 
 
Leibniz also avoids Ayers’ problem, in my view more successfully and neatly. 
His strategy is simple: intentional objects are always identical with real ones, at 
least where the objects exist at all. He achieves this by setting out a unified theory 
of sense perception and cognition. Like Aquinas, Leibniz believes that perception 
and cognition are, as it were, different species of the same genus: they are 
fundamentally alike since both are varieties of “perception”. In each case, the 
mind “perceives” the object in the technical sense explained above, that is, by 
“expressing” it. However, there are important differences between them which 
allow us to distinguish between sensing something and thinking about it – even 




Leibniz frequently stresses that to “perceive” something in this way does not 
necessarily mean to perceive it consciously. Not only are there innumerable 
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perceptions in our minds of which we are not aware, but some perceptions of 
which we are aware are actually composed of these smaller ones,89 such as the 
sound of waves crashing on the beach, which is composed of millions of the tiny 
noises of droplets of water hitting particles of sand.90 Sense perceptions fall into 
this category: 
 
...when the organ and the intervening medium are properly constituted, the internal bodily 
motions and the ideas which represent them to the soul resemble the motions of the object which 
cause the colour, the warmth, the pain etc.; or – what is here the same thing – they express the 
object through some rather precise relationship; though this relation does not appear distinctly to 
us, because we cannot disentangle this multitude of minute impressions, whether in our soul or in 
our body or in what lies outside us.91 
 
The key difference between sense perception and cognition, however, is that the 
body is involved in the former in a way in which it is not involved in the latter. 
The body has a place in the (quasi-) causal chain from object to mind, in that the 
object “acts” (in the special Leibnizian sense examined above) upon the body, 
and the body “acts” upon the mind, rather than the object “acting” directly upon 
the body.92 Whether the body “acts” on the soul or vice versa depends upon the 
order in which God is reasoning: 
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...in so far as the soul has perfection and distinct thoughts, God has accommodated the body to the 
soul, and has arranged beforehand that the body is impelled to execute its orders. And in so far as 
the soul is imperfect and as its perceptions are confused, God has accommodated the soul to the 
body, in such sort that the soul is swayed by the passions arising out of corporeal representations. 
This produces the same effect and the same appearance as if the one depended immediately upon 
the other, and by the agency of a physical influence.93 
 
Indeed, it is through the body that every mind perceives all things, because of the 
inter-connectedness of all things at the physical level: 
 
Now to all the motions of our body there correspond certain perceptions or thoughts of our soul, 
more or less confused; thus the soul will also have some thought of all the motions of the 
universe, and in my opinion every other soul or substance will have some perception or 
expression of it.94 
 
Most of these “thoughts” are unconscious, and Leibniz distinguishes between 
these and true “sensations” (which are composed of them) on that basis. A 
perception is a “sensation” when we are aware of it and have a memory of it.95 
 
Apart from his special understanding of “causation” in this context, Leibniz’ 
view of the role of the body in sense perception is not unlike that of other 
philosophers of the time: figures such as Descartes and Malebranche also have 
much to say about “animal spirits” and “brain traces” and so on. Leibniz’ theory 
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is distinctive in that he believes that what the mind directly perceives is the body 
itself – indeed, for Leibniz, my mind is simply that monad which perceives my 
body most clearly and distinctly. So when I perceive something outside my body, 
what I am directly perceiving is the effect that that thing has on my body. Leibniz 
thus seems very reminiscent of Spinoza, with his claim that my idea of X is 
actually of the effect in my body that X has upon it. Of course Spinoza believed 
that intentionality is a by-product of identity: my idea is “of” the effect in my 
body because my idea is the effect in my body, considered under the attribute of 
thought rather than that of extension. This means that Spinoza can offer the same 
account of intentionality for both divine and human ideas: in each case, the idea 
is actually identical with its immediate object. As we have seen, Leibniz shares 
Spinoza’s analysis of intentionality in divine ideas, although for quite different 
reasons.96 But he certainly does not hold this view of creaturely ideas. My idea of 
X is not X, or even the effect of X on my body. Rather, the effect of X on my 




What of cognition – that is, when we simply think about something, without 
sensing it at that time? Leibniz is rather less clear on this subject. He is clear that 
cognition, like sensation, is a sort of perception – as indeed it must be, if the only 
things in the mind are perceptions and the tendency to pass from one perception 
to the next. But what distinguishes it from other perceptions, and in particular, 
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sense perceptions? In some passages, he suggests a single criterion to tell 
cognitive perceptions from sensory ones, distinctness: 
 
...whatever follows from the laws of the body must necessarily be represented in order by the soul 
to itself, some of it distinctly but some confusedly (that, namely, in which a multitude of bodies is 
involved). In the former case, the soul understands; in the latter, it senses.97 
 
Yet this cannot be exactly right. After all, Leibniz thinks that the mind perceives 
everything, and that most of its perceptions are confused to varying degrees,98 but 
he does not think that the mind senses everything or even most things. He also 
thinks that the mind’s perception of God is necessarily confused,99 but he 
certainly does not think the mind senses God. So the distinction between a 
distinct perception and a confused one cannot be identical with the distinction 
between understanding and sensation, as this passage apparently suggests. 
Rather, it would be more consistent with what Leibniz says elsewhere for him to 
regard sense perceptions as necessarily confused, without holding that confused 
perceptions are necessarily sensory. Certainly Leibniz seems to think that the 
reason why sense perceptions are invariably confused is that they involve 
multiplicity: 
 
...it is believed that confused thoughts are entirely different in kind from distinct ones, whereas 
they are merely less distinguishable and less developed because of their multiplicity.100 
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Yet Leibniz’ official view is that all perception is the expression of multiplicity in 
what is simple – that is supposed to be the definition of what perception is.101 If 
multiplicity inevitably breeds confusion, then all perceptions must be confused to 
some degree. That is why, in this passage, Leibniz denies that there is any 
fundamental difference between confused and distinct thoughts; a distinct thought 
is simply a less confused one. 
 
In some passages, Leibniz retains the claim that intellection or understanding 
involves distinctness of a kind not found in sensation, but adds another criterion 
to it: 
 
We are aware of many things, within ourselves and around us, which we do not understand; and 
we understand them when we have distinct ideas of them accompanied by the power to reflect 
and to derive necessary truths from those ideas.... the exercise of this faculty is called 
“intellection”, which is a distinct perception combined with a faculty of reflection, which the 
beasts do not have. Any perception which is combined with this faculty is a thought, and I do not 
allow thought to beasts any more than I do understanding. So one can say that intellection occurs 
when the thought is distinct. A final point: the perception of the signification of signs does not 
need here to be distinguished from the perception of the ideas which are signified.102 
 
So understanding involves both distinctness and a “faculty of reflection”. 
Leibniz’ talk of such a faculty suggests that what he is trying to describe is what 
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the scholastics called second intentions, when one thinks about one’s own 
thoughts. In this case, the mind perceives its own perceptions. It seems odd to 
characterise understanding in this way – does it make sense to say that to 
understand something one must be aware of one’s own understanding of it? 
Leibniz seems driven to this position by his desire to stress that understanding is 
just a kind of perception. 
 
In another passage, however, Leibniz explains that reflection and distinctness are 
connected: 
 
We see also that our sense perceptions, even when they are clear, must necessarily contain a 
certain confused feeling, for, since all the bodies of the universe are in sympathy with each other, 
ours receives impressions from all the rest, and, though our senses are in response to all of them, 
it is impossible for our soul to pay attention to every particular impression. This is why our 
confused sensations result from a really infinite variety of perceptions.103 
 
Here, confusedness (the opposite of distinctness) is understood as a consequence 
of inattention. That is, any perception which we do not pay sufficient attention to 
will “necessarily contain a certain confused feeling”. It is not clear whether by 
“paying attention” to a perception Leibniz means the same thing as the action of 
the “faculty of reflection”. When we pay attention to a perception, are we paying 
attention to the fact that we are perceiving something? Or are we merely focusing 
our attention upon the object itself? The former sounds more like reflection than 
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the latter, although the latter might seem a more natural interpretation of this 
paragraph. 
 
It is worth noting that, for Leibniz, the confusedness of their perceptions is one of 
the key differences between created minds and God: 
 
...God expresses everything perfectly all at once – possible and existent, past, present, and 
future.104 
 
In fact, he states on a number of occasions that this is the defining difference – 
that a monad with only distinct perfections would simply be God: 
 
What would an intelligent creature do if there were no unintelligent things? What would it think 
of, if there were neither movement, nor matter, nor sense? If it had only distinct thoughts it would 
be a God, its wisdom would be without bounds: that is one of the results of my meditations.105 
 
Why should this be? One reason must be the fact that indistinctness of created 
minds’ perceptions is closely linked to their somatic nature. To sense something 
is to be involved, in a crucial way, with the body; it is via the body that created 
minds express the universe, because they express the body, which expresses other 
things. In Leibniz’ universe, God is unique in having no body, since although 
creaturely souls are indestructible, they do not simply part company with the 
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body at the point of biological death, but acquire new ones. Every monad is 
embodied throughout its whole existence. 
 
And this embodiment causes not only their sensations to be confused, but their 
non-sensory cognitions, too. Leibniz suggests that the body still plays an 
important role in perceptions of this kind, for at least two reasons. The first is that 
sensation never ceases, so even when the mind is thinking about something not 
present to its senses, it is still sensing something: 
 
...the soul is never deprived of the aid of “sensation”; for it always expresses its body, and this 
body is always affected in infinitely many ways by surrounding things, though often they provide 
only a confused impression.106 
 
If we couple this with the claim that confusion comes about when the mind fails 
to focus strongly enough on something, we can say that the fact that the mind is 
always receiving a vast multitude of perceptions via the body means that it will 
never focus completely on anything, which means it will never perceive anything 
with complete distinctness. This would explain why even non-sensory 
perceptions, although more distinct than sensory ones, are still never quite 
distinct, with the result that the embodied monad can never enjoy the perfect 
clarity of thought that characterises God. 
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The second reason why the body plays a role in non-sensory perception is that 
cognition usually involves memory, which is memory of sensation. That is, to 
sense something (consciously) is, in part, to create a memory of it; and to think 
about that thing later is to recall that memory: 
 
Whoever makes an affirmation of anything is conscious either of a present perception or reason or 
at least of a present memory bringing back a past perception or the perception of a past reason, 
although we are often deceived in this through unreliable memory or faulty attention.107 
 
Indeed, Leibniz states that the distinctive ability of minds (as opposed to non-
rational souls) to reflect upon themselves is actually a kind of immediate 
memory.108 Memory is thus what sets rational monads apart from non-rational 
ones. Elsewhere, Leibniz suggests that memory is the defining characteristic of 
minds as opposed to bodies. The passage dates from before the time when 
Leibniz had developed his metaphysics of monads, which is why he contrasts 
only minds and bodies without considering where other monads fit in; the 
implication here is that anything with a memory is a mind while anything without 
it is a body, leaving no conceptual room for anything else: 
 
No conatus without motion lasts longer than a moment except in minds. For what is conatus in a 
moment is the motion of a body in time. This opens the door to the true distinction between body 
and mind, which no one has explained heretofore. For every body is a momentary mind, or one 
lacking recollection, because it does not retain its own conatus and the other contrary one together 
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for more longer than a moment. For two things are necessary for sensing pleasure or pain – action 
and reaction, opposition and then harmony – and there is no sensation without them. Hence body 
lacks memory; it lacks the perception of its own actions and passions; it lacks thought.109 
 
But this account still seems inadequate, not least because there are things which 
are known without the need for sense at all. The objects of mathematics are 
among them. Leibniz does not believe that we ever see a perfect square, but he 
still thinks that when we talk about the properties of geometrical objects, we are 
talking about the properties of something.110 In fact, these objects are ideas: 
 
...mathematics (I mean pure mathematics, for the rest is a part of physics) deals with the form or 
idea of things, or figure...111 
 
Thus, we can have thoughts – perceptions – that do not involve sensation at all, 
either simultaneously or as a memory. Leibniz’ view seems to be that when we 
think about things in a completely non-sensory way, the object of our thought is 
the idea in God’s mind, that is, a possibility.112 The mind already comes stocked 
with all the ideas it will ever think about: 
 
We have all these forms in our own minds, and even from eternity, for at every moment the mind 
expresses all its future thought and already thinks confusedly of everything of which it will ever 
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think distinctly. Nothing can be taught us the idea of which is not already in our minds, as the 
matter out of which our thought is formed.113 
 
The agreement of cognition and sense perception 
 
Cognition and sense perception are thus clearly distinguished in Leibniz’ thought. 
But, from what we have just seen, his solution to Ayers’ problem should be clear. 
As we saw in chapter 4, the mind can think about all these ideas because God 
puts those ideas into our minds directly. So Leibniz can say that “all ideas of the 
intellect have their archetypes in the eternal possibility of things”.114 But Leibniz 
insists that God’s idea of X is really identical to X itself. So that allows him to 
say, quite neatly, that to sense an object is to express it qua actual, while to think 
of it is to express it qua possible. That is, in sensation, the external object is the 
actual thing, while in cognition the external object is the idea of the thing, but 
those are really the same object. Thus, Leibniz distinguishes between perception, 
which requires an external object, and “consideration”, which does not: 
 
We exercise attention on objects which we pick out in preference to others. When attention is 
continued in the mind, whether or not the outer object continues [to be observed], and whether or 
not it even continues to exist, it is consideration; and when the latter is directed towards 
knowledge without reference to action, that is contemplation.115 
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The implication is that “attention” is basically the same sort of thing whether the 
object is being sensed or not. This is also implied when Leibniz adds: 
 
I shall say then that it is sensation when one is aware of an outer object, and that remembrance is 
the recurrence of it without the return of the object...116 
 
Perception of the non-existent 
 
We began this section with Ayers’ problem – how to show that intentional 
objects are identical with real objects – and we have seen how Leibniz solves it. 
But there is another problem which, as Ayers notes,117 complements the first: 
what happens when no real objects are involved at all? We have reached a point 
in our analysis of Leibniz’ theory where we can see how he would address this 
problem too. Haldane expresses the problem like this: 
 
...if we ask: how do we make cognitive contact with reality? a theory of intentional relations 
explained perhaps by analogy with semantical ones looks to provide a plausible answer. If one 
takes this course, however, the issue arises as to what are the relata of those intentional states 
whose intended objects do not exist.118 
 
As we have seen, for Leibniz, real relations are indeed involved in cognition. 
They are involved in two ways: first, because expression is defined in terms of 
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similarity between the relations within the mind and those within the object;119 
and, second, because mind and object are linked causally.120 And, for Leibniz, 
causation is a relation that has extra-mental reality, being rooted in the relational 
properties of the relata.  
 
So this makes Leibniz theoretically vulnerable to Haldane’s problem. You can 
have a thought of something which does not exist. In this case you cannot have a 
real relation to that thing (whether of resemblance, causation, or anything else) 
because you cannot have a real relation to something that does not exist. But 
when you think of something that does not exist, you surely must be 
psychologically indistinguishable from when you have a thought of something 
that does exist, because otherwise we could tell whether things exist or not 
simply by studying our own psychological states, which seems highly 
implausible. So if thinking of a non-existent thing does not involve a real relation, 
then thinking of an existing one should not, either. Haldane considers one 
proposed solution, that a relative property presupposes no corresponding relative 
property in the thing related to (and therefore does not presuppose that the thing 
related to exists at all): 
 
[This theory] holds that there can be relations with the non-existent, not by way of investing the 
latter with some sort of shadowy being but by offering a revisionary account of relationality. As it 
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stands this view is incoherent and the only explanation for its being advanced in this connection is 
despair at finding any alternative account.121 
 
As we saw in chapter 2, Scotus apparently believes that there can be relations 
with the non-existent (or, at any rate, that we can talk about such relations as if 
they exist), and that this is a possible solution to this problem in his thought, 
although he does not use it in this way.122 But for Leibniz, by contrast, the 
problem does not arise at all. According to him, when we think about something, 
the thing we are related to is an idea in God’s mind (as well as an actual object in 
the world, if the thought-of thing actually exists). But God has the ideas of things 
even when they do not exist: 
 
God has ideas of substances before creating the objects of the ideas, and there is nothing to 
prevent him from passing such ideas on to intelligent creatures. There is not even a rigorous 
demonstration to prove that the objects of our senses, and of the simple ideas which the senses 
present us with, are outside us.123 
 
That is what Haldane dubs “investing [the non-existent] with some sort of 
shadowy being”, but for Leibniz, nothing at the divine level can be dismissed as 
“shadowy” at all. He repeatedly emphasises that possibilities are real even when 
they are not actual. So when we think about unicorns, the real though non-actual 
thing to which we are related is the idea of unicorns in God’s mind. 
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The Scholastics hotly debated de constantia subjecti, as they put it, i.e. how a proposition about a 
subject can have a real truth if the subject does not exist. The answer is that its truth is a merely 
conditional one which says that if the subject ever does exist it will be found to be thus and so. 
But it will be further asked what the ground is for this connection, since there is a reality in it 
which does not mislead. The reply is that it is grounded in the linking together of ideas. In 
response to this it will be asked where these ideas would be if there were no mind, and what 
would then become of the real foundation of this certainty of eternal truths. This question brings 
us at last to the ultimate foundation of truth, namely to that Supreme and Universal Mind who 
cannot fail to exist and whose understanding is indeed the domain of eternal truths. St Augustine 
knew this and expresses it pretty forcefully.124 
 
Of course, God does not have ideas of impossible objects, so we cannot be 
related to those if we ever think of them. But, as we have seen, Leibniz denies 
that we ever have ideas of such things either, even though we may think we do.125 
 
Thus, McCrae writes that for Leibniz: 
 
Ideas are distinguished by two principal characteristics: first, they are dispositions or capacities 
for thought, and, two, they have as objects the possible, including the actual as possible.126 
 
As we have seen, the first of these characteristics is questionable,127 but the 
second seems exactly right. And the elegant part of this solution to Haldane’s 
problem is that it retains the same account of cognition for both existent and non-
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existent objects. In each case, the thinking mind is related to an idea in God’s 
mind. The only difference is that if the object does not exist then it is only an idea 
in God’s mind, while if it does exist then it is also a thing in the actual world. 
Because Leibniz does identify the possible object, the divine idea, and the thing 
itself, he can maintain that a mind that thinks of a non-existent object is in a state 
that does not differ significantly from that of a mind that thinks of an existent 
one, and that the object of thought in the latter case is the thing itself.  
 
So Leibniz’ theory of the divine ideas is crucial to his explanation of sensation 
and cognition, particularly the twin problems of how they can have the same 
objects, and how one can think about non-existent objects. But if these objects are 
the divine ideas, what does that imply for the nature of human knowledge? We 
can understand this more clearly if we relate it to what we have seen about the 
nature of concepts. 
 
The objects of sensation and cognition 
 
We saw in chapter 5 that, for Leibniz, concepts are fundamentally universal in 
nature. Any concept can, at least in principle, apply to many different individuals. 
This is obvious in the case of concepts such as “white”; it is less obvious in the 
case of concepts such as “the general who crossed the Rubicon to become 
dictator of the Romans”. But of course such a concept does apply to many 
different possible individuals, although only one of those individuals actually 
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exists. Finally, we can have an even more detailed concept, which contains 
absolutely everything that is true of Caesar, other than the divine decrees 
concerning his existence. This is Caesar’s essence, and the class of possible 
individuals to which it applies contains only one member. Yet this essence, 
“Caesarhood”, is still in principle a universal. It is only when we add to it 
existential information, the fact that he is (or would be) actualised by God, that it 
becomes the “individual notion” of that particular actual individual we call 
Caesar. And it is only then that we are talking about the concept of an individual 
rather than of a type. 
 
It is important to note that this applies to all concepts, whatever their origins, 
even if they are derived from sense experience. For example, Leibniz 
distinguishes between different kinds of concepts like this: 
 
There are thus three levels of concepts: those which are sensible only, which are the objects 
produced by each sense in particular; those which are at once sensible and intelligible, which 
appertain to the common sense; and those which are intelligible only, which belong to the 
understanding. The first and second together are imaginable, but the third lie beyond the 
imagination. The second and third are intelligible and distinct, but the first are confused, although 
they may be clear and recognizable.128 
 
We sense individuals; if Leibniz thinks that some concepts are sensible, then they 
ought to be individuals too. But of course Leibniz does not literally mean that 
concepts derived from sensation are themselves sensed: a concept is a logical 
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object and not something you can see or touch. A “sensible” concept is one that 
we acquire through sense experience, not one that is itself sensed. There is 
nothing about it that prevents it being applicable to many individuals. 
 
We also saw in chapter 5 that Leibniz’ distinction between essences and complete 
concepts is functionally similar to Scotus’ distinction between nature and 
haecceity.129 Scotus believes that a nature is, in principle, sharable by diverse 
individuals, but a haecceity is not; add a haecceity to a nature and you get an 
individual. Now Scotus subscribed to the usual scholastic belief that only 
universals can be known. On this view, even when we apparently know a 
particular fact, we really know a universal one, because what we know of 
individuals is their qualities, which are universals. For example, if I know that 
Tim is tall, what I actually know is that any individual with the qualities Tim has 
is tall, and this is a knowledge of universals. Since Scotus believes haecceities to 
be intrinsically individual – indeed, the principle of individuation itself – he 
concludes that haecceities are intrinsically unknowable, although he insists 
nevertheless that God has a mysterious sort of knowledge of them all the same. 
 
In Leibniz we find something very similar, at least in outline. All knowledge 
involves concepts: to know something is to manipulate ideas in one’s mind,130 
and a concept is simply an idea that is being thought about. But if all concepts are 
general in nature – though to varying degrees – the same thing must be true of all 
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knowledge. And indeed we find that Leibniz defends precisely this view. He 
quotes Locke’s account of the origin of general ideas – that they are abstracted 
from particular ones by removing certain determining features – and adds: 
 
I do not deny that abstractions are used in that way, but it involves an ascent from species to 
genera rather than from individuals to species. You see, paradoxical as it may seem, it is 
impossible for us to know individuals or to find any way of precisely determining the 
individuality of any thing except by keeping hold of the thing itself.131 
 
So abstract ideas are not contrasted with particular ones, only with less abstract 
ones: all ideas are of the general, though they differ in how general they are. You 
cannot have an idea of an individual at all: any idea you may have that seems to 
be of an individual is really of that individual as a type. 
 
Now Leibniz does believe that there is a fundamental difference between 
concepts acquired through intellectual action alone and those which involve 
sensation. This difference is that the former involve necessity while the latter 
involve contingency. That is, intellection alone will reveal the necessary truth that 
two plus two is four; you do not need to perform an experiment to know it. But 
intellection alone will not reveal the contingent truth that there are four stones in 
front of you; you need to use your senses to learn that. Leibniz concludes that 
existential truths are contingent and learned through sensation, while necessary 
truths can be learned through intellection alone. In theory, even necessary truths 
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such as “Caesar (meaning this Caesar) crosses the Rubicon” can be known 
through intellection alone, although only the infinite mind of God is capable of 
this task. Knowing why an individual has certain qualities requires understanding 
its individual notion, and individual notions are infinite, which is why only God 
can do it. Yet, again, this distinction between concepts derived from sense and 
those derived from intellection does not correspond to any distinction between 
particular and universal ones. Thus, Leibniz goes on to write: 
 
The most important point in this is that individuality involves infinity, and only someone who is 
capable of grasping the infinite could know the principle of individuation of a given thing. This 
arises from the influence – properly understood – that all the things in the universe have on one 
another.132 
 
This means that even concepts that appear to be individual – such as the concept 
of an individual we have met – are not really individual at all. The concept that a 
child has of its mother actually contains concepts of all the qualities that the child 
has observed the mother to possess, but in principle, someone else could possess 
them all too: 
 
...when the child proceeds by abstraction from observing the idea of man to observing that of 
animal, he has arrived at the idea of human nature from the more specific idea which he observed 
in his mother and father and other people. That he had no precise idea of the individual is shown 
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by the fact that he could easily be deceived by a moderate resemblance into mistaking some other 
woman for his mother.133 
 
So Leibniz believes all knowledge to be universal, because all concepts are 
universal.134 It may seem odd for this self-professed nominalist, who believes 
only in individual substances and their accidents, to hold such a view; but for 
Leibniz as for Aquinas, these universals exist only in minds. The reality of a 
concept in a perceiving mind is dependent upon the reality of the archetypal idea 
in God’s mind. To know something involves having an idea of it; to recall this 
knowledge is to actualise the concept in one’s mind (remembering that a concept 
is simply an idea when it is thought of). This seems closely analogous to the way 
in which intelligible species function for the scholastics, especially Aquinas. As 
we saw in chapter 2,135 Aquinas believes that the intellect abstracts the “species” 
from what it perceives with the senses: the species does not literally pass from the 
perceived thing into the mind136 but is created by the mind on the basis of its 
sensation of the thing. The species is then impressed upon the intellect, which 
therefore literally takes the form of the thought-of thing, though only 
intentionally. To think of a thing is thus to take on its form, and because a form is 
intrinsically universal in nature, so is thought: we can only think of universals, 
although we abstract them from particulars. Leibniz does not talk of the concept 
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literally “informing” the intellect in this way. But, as we have seen, he believes 
that for the mind to think of anything is for it to be in a state; and he identifies the 
thought-of idea or concept with part of that state.137 Some concepts are of 
individuals, but as we have seen,138 these are complete concepts, which contain 
existential information. Leibniz believes that these complete concepts can be 
known only by God, and not by creatures. It follows that – like an intelligible 
species – any concept which can be known by human beings must be intrinsically 
universal, no matter how few individuals it may actually apply to. 
 
There seems to be a problem with this account, however. Leibniz’ accounts of 
sensation and cognition are closely parallel: they are, to at least some extent, the 
same sort of thing. They both involve “expression”, which is a matter of the 
mind’s being in a certain state. We have seen that this means that the mind 
contains a concept, which is necessarily universal in nature, which means that 
what the mind is thinking of is also universal in nature.139 In the passages quoted 
above, Leibniz recognises that this sounds rather peculiar – since common sense 
suggests that we know particulars as well – and he therefore seeks to defend the 
claim. But his defence concerns only knowledge. What of sensation? Leibniz 
thinks that to sense something is, in part, to perceive it; but that is a sort of 
expression. Does it therefore follow that we sense only universals? That seems 
wildly improbable. Leibniz does not address this problem. But he does have a 
potential answer to it. We have seen that Leibniz believes that both resemblance 
                                                 
137
 See above, p. 291. 
138
 See above, pp. 252-56. 
139
 See above, pp. 337-40. 
  342   
and causation have a role to play in intentionality: if my thought is “of” X, then 
my thought (that is, my state of mind at that moment) must resemble X in a 
certain way (by expressing it), and moreover, my thought is, in part, caused by X 
(in the special Leibnizian sense of “caused”).140 One of the key differences 
between cognition and sensation is that, in the latter case, the body is involved in 
the causal chain. A physical object “acts upon” the body, setting up certain 
motions in the sense organs, which then “act upon” the mind. This is not the case 
with pure cognition, where the thought is patterned after God’s ideas (whether the 
object of those ideas exist in actuality or not). So we could say that although in 
cognition the external object of thought is a universal (the thing considered as 
possibility, that is, an idea in God’s mind), in sensation the external object of 
thought is a particular (the thing considered as actuality, that is, the physical 
object that “causes” us to have the perception). This is in line with Leibniz’ 
insistence that one of the best ways to know that something exists is to sense it: in 
sensation we encounter an object as actual rather than as merely possible. 
 
So although Leibniz’ account is unlike that of Aquinas’ in many important ways, 
it produces quite similar results. Like Aquinas, Leibniz believes that we know 
and indeed sense things through the use of universals (“concepts” in his 
terminology, “species” in the Angelic Doctor’s), although again like Aquinas, he 
holds that these universals exist only in minds (our own and God’s). Although 
Aquinas offers an account of abstraction, whereby the intellect constructs these 
universals on the basis of what it senses, and Leibniz does not, they do agree on 
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locating the ultimate archetypes for these universals in God’s mind. Where 
Aquinas believes that the forms of actual objects are based upon the ideas in 
God’s mind, and intelligible species in perceiving minds are based upon the 
forms of actual objects, Leibniz is closer to Henry of Ghent in thinking that the 
forms of actual objects and the concepts in perceiving minds both come direct 




Leibniz’ account of intentionality is both subtle and flexible. In the preceding 
three chapters, we saw how Leibniz’ metaphysical system contains elements that 
are similar in important respects to the “package” that, in chapter 2, I identified as 
underlying the scholastics’ understanding of intention. Like them, though in his 
own way, Leibniz believes in the extra-mental reality of relations, the reality of 
divine ideas as archetypes for existing things, and universals in created minds as 
the vehicles of understanding. In this chapter we have brought these views 
together to show how, although they differ from their parallels in Aquinas, 
Henry, and Scotus in important respects, they function in much the same way 
when used as the basis of a theory of intentionality. 
 
We can thus summarise Leibniz’ theory like this. First, a perceiving mind 
expresses the perceived thing; this is what it means to say that the object is 
represented in the mind. Because created things do not have real and direct causal 
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relations with each other, the mind experiences a succession of states, one 
following from another. Some of these states express the state of the body, which 
also experiences a succession of states, each one expressed by the mind: 
 
Just as the state of the body at moment B follows the state of the body at moment A, so the state of 
the soul at B follows from the preceding state of the same soul at A, in accordance with the 
concept of substance in general. But the states of the soul are naturally and essentially expressions 
of the corresponding states of the world and particularly of the bodies which then belong to them. 
Since, therefore, the prick is a part of the state of the body at moment B, the representation or 
expression of this prick, which is pain, will also be a part of the state of the soul at moment B. 
For, as one movement follows another, one representation similarly follows another in a 
substance whose nature it is to be representative. So the soul must perceive the prick, since the 
laws of correspondence require that it should express more distinctly any more noticeable change 
in the parts of its body.141 
 
Some elements of the mind’s state express only divine ideas; this is cognition, 
where the mind thinks about something that is not present to its senses. In such a 
case the mind conceives of the object as a possible or universal. Other elements 
of the mind’s state express the body, which itself expresses other physical things. 
The mind and the body “match” because of the pre-established harmony: 
 
...God created the soul in the beginning in such a fashion that it must produce and represent to 
itself successively that which takes place in the body, and the body also in such a fashion that it 
must do of itself that which the soul ordains. Consequently the laws that connect the thoughts of 
the soul in the order of final causes and in accordance with the evolution of perceptions must 
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produce pictures that meet and harmonize with the impressions of bodies on our organs; and 
likewise the laws of movements in the body, which follow one another in the order of efficient 
causes, meet and so harmonize with the thoughts of the soul that the body is induced to act at the 
time when the soul wills it.142 
 
However, it is not simply the case that God happens to have created a mind and a 
body that “match” in this way. He takes care to ensure that they do,143 and this 
means that when setting up each one, he takes account of the other. This means 
that we can talk about the mind “causing” things to happen in the body, and the 
body “causing” things to happen in the mind, depending on which one determines 
the other. And this means that we can think of the objects of sensation “causing” 
concepts to appear in the mind, although there is no direct influence (in the literal 
sense) between them; God is the only direct external cause of anything in the 
mind. In the case of cognition, physical objects do not play a role in the (quasi-) 
causal chain. 
 
Here, then, are the main features of Leibniz’ theory: 
 
(1) Intentionality involves direct mental objects, but these are not distinct from 
mental acts; they are states of the mind. 
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(2) Intentionality involves similarity (in the form of expression) between the state 
of the mind and its external object. 
(3) Intentionality also involves a causal chain between the mind and the object, 
via God. 
(4) In the case of cognition (which may be of an actual object or only a possible 
one), the external object is conceived as a possibility: it is an idea in the mind 
of God. 
(5) In the case of sensation (which must be of an actual object), the external 
object is conceived as an actuality: it is a thing existing in the actual world. 
(6) It is possible to sense and think of something, and for the object of each 
action to be the same thing, because God’s ideas are identical with their 
objects; the same thing can be conceived as both possibility and actuality. 
(7) In the case of cognition, the causal chain is between the thinking mind and the 
idea in God’s mind. 
(8) In the case of sensation, the causal chain also involves the body and the 
physical object itself. 
 
As Leibniz summarises it himself: 
 
And if anyone concedes to me that there is an infinity of percipients, in each of whom there is a 
fixed law of the progression of phenomena, that the phenomena of these different percipients 
correspond with each other, and that there is a common reason for both their existence and their 
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correspondence in the thing which we call God, this is all that I claim in the matter, and all that I 
think can be claimed.144 
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